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Abstract 

This short reflection piece seeks to examine the importance of online feedback in light of higher education 

student experiences during times of Covid-19. In doing so, it seeks to address how online approaches need to be 

harnessed further to minimise experiences of „missing out‟ of education. The review summarises key advantages 

provided by online feedback implementation at the university level. It then continues by outlining the main 

challenges in this domain – challenges that will be even more pertinent in the current climate. Finally, the 

conclusion offers some thoughts on how student engagement with online feedback might be fostered further, in 

the hopes of mitigating the interference emphasised by the current global situation. 
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1. Introduction 

Within an increasingly digitally resourced world where technologies are rapidly changing (Abrahams, 2010; 

Altbach, Reisberg, & Rumbley, 2009; Sarkar, 2012), higher education institutions globally are embracing 

technology-based approaches to support the ever-changing needs within the world (Laurillard, 2006; Selwyn, 

2016; Turney, Robinson, Lee, & Soutar, 2009; Walker, Voce, & Ahmed, 2012). Not only is technology becoming 

more important from a future-directed perspective, but more and more students entering higher education are 

from the so-called net generation (Manuguerra & Petocz, 2011; Prensky, 2012); young people who are highly 

comfortable with technology and who are looking for learning experiences that match these expectations 

(Bradwell, 2009; Gosper, Malfroy, & McKenzie, 2013; Lai, 2011; McLoughlin & Luca, 2006). 

As a result, technology has increasingly found a determined place within higher education, including in the 

specific context of student assessments and assessment feedback (Ambler, Breyer, & Young, 2014; Browne, 

Jenkins, & Walker, 2006; Hepplestone, Holden, Irwin, Parkin, & Thorpe, 2011). Assessments and feedback are 

integral to student achievement of educational goals and motivation (e.g. Brown, Peterson, & Irving, 2009; 

Grieve, Padgett, & Moffitt, 2016; Heinrich, Milne, & Granshaw, 2012). They can promote self-regulated 

learning (Brown, Peterson, & Yao, 2016), and student engagement is directly impacted by feedback (Ferguson, 

2011). Here, too, attention has been turning towards how technology can be used to support student engagement 

(Pellegrino & Quellmalz, 2010; Säljö, 2010; Timmis, Broadfoot, Sutherland, & Oldfield, 2016).  

Past studies have already highlighted several key benefits of online feedback concerning student assessments. 

Digital approaches are viewed in a favourable light because they help reduce plagiarism (Baker, Thornton, & 

Adams, 2008; Batane, 2010) and because they allow for faster marking, thereby reducing the administrative 

workload (Buckley & Cowap, 2013). At the same time, feedback – essential to students‟ learning progression 

(Gibbs & Simpson, 2004) – also requires student engagement in order to become as effective as possible, which 

has been an ongoing concern in higher education (Handley, Price, & Millar, 2011), and this has not disappeared 

in the context of technology. 

The ongoing Covid-19 pandemic as a particular context has required quicker higher education engagement with 

online approaches, especially for universities that were not already part of mass online learning (Deng & 

Benckendorff, 2020). However, despite the fact that many young people who are now entering higher education 

are familiar with new technologies, their experiences vary widely and often do not match the new skills required 

at university, and institutions need to promote appropriate learning opportunities for students to fully engage 



http://hes.ccsenet.org Higher Education Studies Vol. 11, No. 1; 2021 

2 

 

with digital approaches (Newman & Scurry, 2015). As a result, a renewed look at benefits and drawbacks of 

online feedback provision will be of benefit to those who seek to provide beneficial higher education 

experiences. 

2. Key Advantages of Online Feedback 

Under the recognition that online assessment is just as valid as marking hard copy manuscripts (Shaw, 2008), 

students and faculty alike demonstrate significant preferences for online feedback provision over traditional hard 

copy formats, and there is a wide range of reasons for such preferences. The initial benefits offered by 

technology-based approaches such as plagiarism monitoring (Baker et al., 2008; Batane, 2010) and the reported 

reduced workload for faculty (Buckley & Cowap, 2013) would initially appear to have no direct impact on 

students‟ feedback. However, research has shown that as a result of the advantages for staff, the quality of the 

feedback that is provided to students typically ends up being more targeted and therefore more effective (Ambler 

et al., 2014). 

Beyond the advantages offered to staff, there are also direct benefits to students. Online assessment and makes 

for an easier submission process, and access at the feedback stage is also generally considered to be easy 

(Ambler et al., 2014; Bridge & Appleyard, 2008; Hast & Healy, 2016). Legibility of feedback is enhanced since 

students no longer need to rely on handwritten comments on manuscripts (Bridge & Appleyard, 2005). Students 

appreciate the opportunity for remote access (Hepplestone et al., 2011; Parkin, Hepplestone, Holden, Irwin, & 

Thorpe, 2012), which can also add the comfort and privacy of the home environment (Hast & Healy, 2018). 

Finally, the submitted work with its feedback cannot be lost because it is stored online (Hast & Healy, 2018), 

hence remote access also enables repeated access of feedback as opposed to a one-off feedback session in a 

face-to-face scenario. This means online feedback provision can increase the value that students attach to their 

assessment feedback (Parkin et al., 2012). 

However, time is perhaps the most important advantage to consider. Online feedback approaches save students 

travel time and travel costs, as well as other costs such as printing of assignments (Bridge & Appleyard, 2008; 

Hast & Healy, 2016). Reduced travel time in particular also affects students‟ perception of the quality of their 

work to be submitted because the saved time can be used towards the assignment, particularly with regards to 

proofreading (Hast & Healy, 2018). Time also means that accessing feedback online makes the process more 

convenient and immediate for students (Grieve et al., 2016; Hast & Healy, 2018; McCabe, Doerflinger, & Fox, 

2011; McGrath & Atkinson-Leadbeater, 2016). They are able to access their feedback no matter where they are 

in space or time (Hast & Healy, 2018; Palmer, 2005; Timmis et al.; Turney et al., 2009), which is entirely in line 

with the net generation who seeks to engage with their educational experience whenever and wherever they want 

to (Gosper et al., 2013). Finally, availability of more time means students can engage more carefully with the 

feedback, which seems to be associated with increased levels academic self-efficacy (Brown et al., 2016), 

meaning online feedback provision may allow for more self-paced engagement. 

3. Areas of Continued Concern 

There are without a doubt important advantages to online feedback provision approaches. Yet not all that glitters 

is gold; technology in higher education should not categorically be considered a positive (cf. Selwyn, 2016). 

Despite the fact that students largely prefer online based approaches when it comes to feedback, such approaches 

should only be maintained if they serve the students‟ learning. There are some key areas relating to online 

feedback that may continue to act as significant barriers to student engagement. If learning engagement as a 

whole is to be maintained – or indeed to be enhanced – through online feedback, then these barriers must be 

given careful consideration. 

First, even though technology has improved over time, and even though young people are increasingly 

technology literate, technical issues remain a problem to consider in the context of online feedback provision 

(Bridge & Appleyard, 2005; Buckley & Cowap, 2013). Engaging with online feedback is only possible if there is 

appropriate technological access. Students themselves express concerns around connectivity as well as having 

the appropriate skills, and they highlight the importance of not making assumptions about their technology 

literacy (Hast & Healy, 2016, 2018). Aspects relating to technology must therefore continue to be taken into 

account when striving to maximise opportunities of access to feedback. 

A core area of importance to consider is students‟ motivation to access their online feedback. A recent study on 

access to assessment feedback revealed that more than one third of feedback files had not been accessed by 

students; a percentage that increased to over 40% where viewing an assessment mark was possible without 

viewing a separate feedback file for that assessment (Mensink & King, 2020) – which was not very different 

from hard copy feedback engagement (cf. Sinclair & Cleland, 2007), despite the clear advantages afforded by an 
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online approach, such as ease of access or privacy. Often, this was the case because students were focused on 

scores (Nesbit & Burton, 2006) and these could be obtained without consulting the feedback. It is therefore 

necessary to consider ways in which students will be more likely to access their feedback. There are some key 

student characteristics to consider here. Students who are low performers seem to be less adaptable to online 

learning environments, seem to interact with online systems less frequently and access their feedback less often 

(Davies & Graff, 2005; Harrison et al., 2013; Xu & Jaggars, 2013). 

Combining technical issues, motivation and student characteristics, it is also necessary to realise that virtual 

learning environments do not provide equitable learning experiences for all its users (Lust, Juarez Collazo, Elen, 

& Clarebout, 2012). As a result, the willingness to engage with online feedback provision will vary across the 

student body. Students may already have expectations of how well they performed, and if the expectation is met 

through a grade, then students will not be likely to further consult the feedback because there is either little to 

gain if the mark was positive or because they seek to avoid criticism if the mark was weak – even if anticipated 

(Carless, 2006; Pitt & Norton, 2016; Winstone, Nash, Rowntree, & Parker, 2017). Also, the stakes of the 

assessment should be considered. Assessments with high importance for a degree result or that have direct 

implications towards future assessments are more likely to lead to engagement with the provided feedback 

(Lizzio & Wilson, 2008). 

A further key issue for students is that online feedback, in the absence of face-to-face discussion, can lead to 

difficulties in the interpretation and implementation of feedback, since there is no immediate opportunity for 

clarification (Andrade, 2010; Hast & Healy, 2018; Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Furthermore, interpretation and 

use of feedback may differ between students, suggesting that an approach that reduces discussion opportunities 

may not necessarily be most suitable (Hattie & Timperley, 2007; McLoughlin & Luca, 2006). Particularly in 

light of the benefits afforded by remote access to feedback, there may be delays in the clarification process 

because students may be accessing their feedback at times where staff are not immediately reachable. This lack 

of a relationship with the online marker can have knock-on effects, leading towards depersonalisation and 

reduced self-regulated learning (McCabe et al., 2011; Parkin et al., 2012) and can, in turn, impede the issue of 

interpretation. In not being able to clarify feedback or having concerns with potential misinterpretation, there is a 

reduced perceived efficacy to engage (Hast, 2017).  

In the context of depersonalisation and motivation, as well as technology literacy, students must be provided 

with appropriate training, and faculty must not simply assume that students will be able to use relevant platforms 

in spite of high levels of technology literacy amongst that population (Hast & Healy, 2018). Indeed, recent 

research has demonstrated that providing sufficient training in how to access and, perhaps more importantly, 

process online feedback, can positively support the student transition experience (Hast, 2017). This is probably 

most particular for students new to higher education and may serve to reduce potential retention issues (cf. Gale 

& Parker, 2014; Kift, Nelson, & Clarke, 2010). Training is important because any lack thereof can have 

knock-on effects, since leaving students to their own devices may have potential to lead to disengagement with 

feedback, especially if the cost of effort is too high (McCabe et al., 2011; Parkin et al., 2012). 

Finally, most studies in the field examine student perceptions, but few consider the staff viewpoint. While some 

of the benefits afforded to students are also applicable to faculty, such as remote access to assignments, there are 

some elements where staff are not unilaterally sympathetic to online feedback provision. McCabe et al. (2011), 

for instance, noted that lecturers did not see online feedback as being simpler or as more time saving compared 

to traditional hard copy feedback provision. However, this does seem to be offset by greater detail in the 

feedback and its perceived effectiveness – both of which should be to the students‟ advantage (Johnson, 

Stellmack, & Barthel, 2019). 

4. Conclusion and Recommendations 

In concluding, it is useful to provide some recommendations with regards to the implementation of online 

feedback provision, which at least temporarily may be of need to higher education institutions globally. It is quite 

clear that online feedback stands in connection with many benefits to students and faculty. It would therefore be 

sensible to enhance awareness of these benefits so that both parties can continue to reap them. This may mean 

making advantages such as increased quality of feedback and access that is not constrained by time or space 

more explicit in the student awareness. Training continues to retain its importance. Students may be technology 

literate, but they still require relevant support structures to understand the particulars of accessing online 

feedback (Hast, 2017; Hast & Healy, 2018). 

But there remain important areas of concern that may only be exacerbated during tumultuous times for higher 

education. However, tackling these will hopefully promote student engagement and help higher education as a 
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whole to come through the pandemic experience. First, students must be weaned off the approach that only 

marks matter. Some researchers have proposed the so-called adaptive release – using software that requires 

opening feedback files before having the mark released (Irwin, Hepplestone, Holden, Parkin, & Thorpe, 2013; 

Parkin et al., 2012). This does not guarantee that students will actually engage with the feedback, but it would 

enhance their awareness of its existence. Ipsative assessment (Hughes, 2011; Hughes, Wood, & Kitagawa, 2014) 

could also be used to counteract the effect of the perceived lack of importance of assignments and therefore 

disengagement with the feedback. 

There is also room for more creativity in feedback provision. For example, audio feedback might provide 

students with some feeling of interaction, something that some students feel is missing in the online text version 

of feedback (Hast & Healy, 2018). Several studies have already demonstrated the particular benefits of audio 

feedback (e.g. Gould & Day, 2013; Lunt & Curran, 2010; Parkes & Fletcher, 2017), and perhaps now is again a 

time to consider harnessing this tool. Video feedback, although possibly requiring additional resources, could 

further elevate such student-faculty feedback interactions (e.g. Thompson & Lee, 2012; West & Turner, 2016).  
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