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Abstract 

The aim of this study was to examine what methods Swedish teachers of English use to give 

feedback on students’ written production and what factors influence them to choose these methods. 

An additional aim was to find out what teachers’ experiences are of digitalization in relation to 

feedback on students’ written production. Five semi-structured, qualitative interviews were 

conducted with five certified English teachers who were currently active in upper secondary school. 

The results showed that the teachers used different methods when giving feedback on students’ 

written productions. Nonetheless, all of them mostly use formative feedback in the form of written 

comments. Four out of five respondents let their students submit texts through digital tools, 

Itslearning or DigiExam, but then printed them and handed them back with handwritten feedback of 

different sorts. One respondent gave all feedback electronically. When the teachers chose their 

methods, the most influential factors were available time, lacking student engagement and the fact 

that the school management team chose which digital tools that should be used. The fact that no 

teachers were involved in the decision about which digital tools should be used severely limits 

teacher autonomy and may be the reason why at least two of my respondents did not want to use 

these tools, which in their experience do not meet their feedback needs.  
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Sammanfattning på svenska 

Syftet med studien har varit att undersöka vilka metoder engelskalärare använder när de ger 

återkoppling på elevers skriftliga arbeten och vilka faktorer som påverkar deras val. Vidare var även 

syftet att undersöka vilka erfarenheter lärare har av digitalisering i förhållande till återkoppling. Fem 

semi-strukturerade intervjuer hölls med fem aktiva, legitimerade gymnasielärare som undervisar i 

engelska. Resultatet visade att lärarna använder olika metoder när de ger återkoppling, men det finns 

vissa gemensamma nämnare. Alla ägnar sig huvudsakligen åt formativ återkoppling som utav fyra av 

fem respondenter ges skriftligt. Fyra av fem respondenter låter elever skicka in texter genom 

Itslearning eller DigiExam, men printar därefter ut texterna och ger tillbaka dem med handskrivna 

kommentarer. En respondent ger all feedback elektroniskt. De faktorer som påverkar lärarnas 

metodval mest var tidsbrist, upplevelsen av bristande engagemang hos eleverna samt att beslutet om 

vilka digitala verktyg som ska användas har tagits av rektorer och ledningsgrupp. Faktumet att 

beslutet togs utan att involvera lärare påverkar och limiterar lärarnas frihet att göra sitt jobb, vilket 

kan vara en förklaring till flera respondenters negativa inställning till de digitala verktygen. Två 

respondenter vill inte använda de digitala verktygen som ledningsgruppen implementerat eftersom de 

anser att verktygen inte passar deras föredragna återkopplingsmetod. 

 

 

Nyckelord: återkoppling, digitalisering, digitala verktyg, virtuell lärmiljö, formativ feedback 
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1. Introduction and aims 

1.1 Introduction 

The Swedish curriculum for upper secondary school (Gy11) explicitly states that the 

digitalization and technological progress in society require people to have new knowledge and 

find new ways of working (Skolverket, 2018, p. 3). This is true for students, but it is also true 

for teachers. The curriculum also states that schools need to contribute to students’ digital 

competence (Skolverket, 2018, p. 3). In order to do this, teachers themselves need to have 

technological and digital competence. The curriculum states that teachers should use digital 

tools when they teach, in order to promote students’ knowledge development (Skolverket, 

2018, p. 7). Most upper secondary schools, but not all, provide computers for all their students 

to be able to meet the demands of the Swedish National Agency for Education and the 

digitalized world. Today, most schools are also connected to a virtual learning environment 

(VLE), for example Itslearning. Students and teachers use the VLE to share information, as a 

cloud for all the assignments and instructions and also for students to submit their 

assignments. In most cases submitted texts are checked for plagiarism via the VLE. In this 

study, I am curious about whether this technological progress has had an effect on the way 

teachers give feedback on students’ written production in the subject English.  

Teachers give feedback every day and in almost every lesson of the day. The feedback given 

can have a severe impact on the students’ learning processes. Therefore, the methods and 

strategies used should be considered carefully. Of course, many factors have to be taken into 

consideration when teachers pick a method or strategy since giving feedback is far from the 

only thing teachers have to do. It can be assumed that one significant factor when deciding on 

a method is the lack of time. Most teachers are under a great deal of pressure in their 

workplace and frequently, there is not enough time to plan or use the best strategies. It is 

therefore of interest to the study what factors influence teachers to use the methods they report 

using.  

1.2 Aims and research questions 

The aim of the present study is to find out what methods English teachers use to give 

feedback on students’ written production and what it is that influences them to choose these 
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methods. In addition, the aim is to find out what are teachers’ experiences of digitalization in 

relation to feedback. A study like this is relevant for teachers, but also for principals or others 

who are in charge of administering time and resources to teachers, since it shows teachers’ 

awareness about their feedback methods and what factors that influence the choice of these 

methods. There is much research available about the effectiveness of different methods of 

feedback, but my aim is not to conduct a study of the effectiveness of the methods teachers 

use, but rather to map out which methods that are used and why. My research questions are: 

1. What methods do teachers use to give feedback on students’ written productions? 

2. What factors influence the teachers’ choice of methods?  

3. What are teachers’ experiences of digitalization in relation to feedback? 

 

 

1.3 Key concepts 

One of the key concepts in my thesis is feedback. In this study, feedback is defined as 

information that is used to bridge the gap between a student’s actual level of performance and 

their reference level of performance (Sadler, 1989, p. 120). Essentially, it is information that 

the students can use to get from where they are to where they ought to be in terms of their 

English production. Formative feedback is a term used frequently in this study. Formative 

feedback focuses heavily on how and in what way students need to improve, as opposed to 

summative feedback that concludes at what level a student is currently performing (Jönsson, 

2017, pp. 87-88). Another key concept is digitalization. The term is used in the Swedish 

curriculum for upper secondary school along with a message that schools should strengthen 

students’ digital competence and that teachers should make use of digital tools when they 

teach (Skolverket, 2018, pp. 3, 7). However, the term is not included at all in the English 

translation of the curriculum (Skolverket, 2013, pp. 3, 10). In other words, there is a 

discrepancy between the Swedish and the English document.1  

 

                                                        
1 The Swedish National Agency for Education has stated that a revised version of the English 

translation of the curriculum will be released in 2019, but it is not yet available. Therefore, I only refer 

to the curriculum written in Swedish from here on. 
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2. Background 

2.1 Feedback and its impact on students’ learning processes 

There is usually a gap between students’ performances (their actual level) and how they want 

or need to perform (their reference level) (Sadler, 1989, p. 120). Feedback is what teachers 

use to try to bridge that gap and it usually consists of information about how successful the 

students have been at completing a task (Sadler, 1989, p. 120). Feedback is one of the top ten 

factors that influence students’ achievement the most, as discussed in section 2.2 below 

(Hattie, 2012, p. 116). It can be given throughout or after the completion of a task. Sadler 

maintains that feedback should be judged based on its effects rather than its contents, since it 

is not enough for teachers to describe what is good and bad about a performance: students 

must know what should be improved and teachers need to provide different strategies for the 

students to use as they try to improve (1989, p. 120). If teachers simply write down 

information about good and bad aspects of a performance, but do not use it to develop 

strategies for how to decrease the gap between the students’ actual level and reference level, 

the information cannot be considered feedback (Sadler, 1989, p. 121).   

Feedback can be given in many different situations, usually by teachers, and it has a wide 

variety of effects (Hattie, 2012, p. 115). For example, teachers can give feedback during the 

process of a performance, in other words while the students are, for example, writing an 

essay. It can also be given at the end of a performance, for example when the essay has been 

handed in and the students are not going to work on it again. The feedback can be given with 

the intention to confirm that students are correct or incorrect, indicate that they need more or 

less material or information, suggest what the students should do next with their essay or help 

them make sense of different kinds of information (Hattie, 2012, p. 115). Feedback is a way 

to use students’ errors as opportunities to improve and develop further (Hattie, 2012, p. 115).  

In order to improve their actual level of performance and get closer to their reference level, 

students must engage with the feedback they are given. For this to be possible, a few factors 

need to be in place. First, students must know what performance at their reference level, their 

goal level, looks like (Sadler, 1989, p.121). Second, they need to compare their own 

performance level to the reference level to see what needs to be improved (the feedback 

provided by teachers hopefully helps with this) and third, they need to take action to improve 

and close the gap between their actual level and their reference level of performance (Sadler, 
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1989, p. 120). Feedback has no effect if it is not provided in a learning context, where it has 

been preceded by instruction and performance (Hattie & Timperley, 2007, pp. 81-82). 

Feedback needs to not only confirm whether students have performed in a correct or incorrect 

way, but it must also have an instructional aspect in order for the students to be able to take 

appropriate action and improve (Hattie & Timperley, 2007, p. 82). 

   

2.2 Different methods of feedback 

In 1999, Hattie and Timperley presented “a synthesis of over 500 meta-analyses, involving 

450,000 effect sizes from 180,000 studies, representing approximately 20 to 30 million 

students, on various influences on student achievement” (Hattie & Timperley, 2007, p. 82). 

Over 100 factors that influence educational achievement were taken into account in the 

analysis and the average effect size per factor was 0.4 (Hattie & Timperley, 2007, p. 83). An 

effect size is the difference of a variable or factor between the control group and the 

experimental group. If the effect-size of a factor is 1.0, that would suggest that it affected the 

students’ learning to increase by 50% (Hattie, 1999, p. 3). Feedback scored 0.79, which 

placed it in the five to ten most influential factors in student achievement among factors like 

“direct instruction (0.93), reciprocal teaching (0.86), students' prior cognitive ability (0.71)” 

(Hattie & Timperley, 2007, p. 83). However, the type of feedback and when it is given can 

lead to different effects on students’ performance (Hattie & Timperley, 2007, p. 81). The 

study also showed that some types of feedback are more powerful than others and particularly 

that computer-assisted feedback, audio and video feedback that clearly related to the students’ 

learning goals were the most effective (Hattie & Timperley, 2007, p. 84). The findings by 

Hattie are supported by similar findings in other research, but the results are not completely 

conclusive. While the aim of my own research is not to find out about the effectiveness of 

different teachers’ feedback methods, it is vital to be aware of the positive and negative 

aspects of feedback methods when asking currently active teachers about their experiences 

and choices. 

 

In 2017, Özkul and Ortaçtepe conducted a study which showed that the digital resources 

many schools have access to today are valuable assets that can improve student learning, and 

that is highly relevant for my study. The study followed two groups of students, all between 

the ages of 17 and 23, during a 5-week period, in which one group received written comments 
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and codes on their papers and the other group received video feedback. Following this, the 

extent of the students’ incorporation of the feedback was analyzed through both inferential 

and descriptive statistics. In addition to having two test groups who received different kinds of 

feedback, the students were also issued a questionnaire that only served to find out about their 

attitude towards video feedback (Özkul & Ortaçtepe, 2017, p. 872).  The results showed that 

the students who received video feedback improved more than those who received written 

feedback (Özkul & Ortaçtepe, 2017, p. 873). The reason for this seemed to be that the video 

feedback was richer of information. The study also showed that video feedback was more 

adaptable to multiple styles of learning and lead to a higher degree of correction among the 

students. From the questionnaires it was clear that the students who received video feedback 

felt that it was more personal and built more on a relationship than the written feedback they 

usually received, which lacked the conferencing elements of video feedback (Özkul & 

Ortaçtepe, 2017, p. 874). Özkul and Ortaçtepe also conclude that while video feedback is 

more effective for learning it is also more time consuming, which might lead to problems if 

the teachers do not have much time to give feedback to their students (2017, p. 874). This is a 

valuable conclusion that many teachers can relate too.  

 

A comparative study done in Iran, by Farshi and Safa (2015), compares two types of 

corrective feedback. Farshi and Safa tested the effects of traditional handwritten feedback and 

electronic feedback on students between the ages of 21 and 36, who usually received no 

feedback at all on their assignments (2015, pp. 27-28). The study showed that both 

handwritten and electronic feedback are effective methods, but that electronic feedback was 

more effective (Farshi & Safa, 2015, p. 29). The notion that both methods are effective is 

helpful because it erases the idea that handwritten feedback is ineffective and shows that the 

feedback teachers give can vary. It does not need to be either or, when both methods prove 

effective for improving students’ written production.   

 

In “The Effect of Individualized Technology-Mediated Feedback on EFL Learners’ 

Argumentative Essays” by Soltanpour and Valizadeh, a “quasi-experimental” quantitative 

study was carried out in Iran on students between the ages of 19 and 38. The results showed 

that students who received individualized, technology-mediated feedback (ITMF) produced 

much better argumentative essays than students who received regular pen-to-paper feedback 

(2018, pp. 127, 130). They conclude that ITMF was superior to pen-to-paper feedback mostly 

because it was more adapted to each student’s learning strategy and level than the pen-to-
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paper feedback (Soltanpour & Valizadeh, 2018, pp. 130-131). Another reason for its 

superiority was that the ITMF was more negotiated between students and teachers to avoid 

misunderstandings and confusion (Soltanpour & Valizadeh, 2018, p. 131). Their results 

suggest that the screen casting video feedback was the more effective than pen-to-paper 

feedback (Soltanpour & Valizadeh, 2018, p. 131).  

 

The study “The effect of different types of corrective feedback on ESL student writing”, was 

conducted by Bitchener, Young and Cameron to show the value of written feedback. Their 

study was carried out over twelve weeks and involved three error categories and fifty-three 

adult students, who were either given no feedback, only written feedback or a combination of 

written feedback and a five-minute conference with the person providing the feedback 

(Bitchener, Young & Cameron, 2005, p. 191). The results showed that the students who 

received both oral and written feedback improved more than those who received only written 

feedback or no feedback (Bitchener, Young & Cameron, 2005, pp. 191, 202). The group who 

received only written feedback still improved more than those who received none (Bitchener, 

Young & Cameron, 2005, p. 191). The results suggest that teachers should provide both forms 

of feedback, as well as discuss the errors with their students to activate them in their learning 

process (Bitchener, Young & Cameron, 2005, p. 202). This study concludes that a 

combination of two types of feedback is better than one. Possibly, the technological resources 

available today can allow teachers to use several methods at the same time. 

 

As mentioned above, many different factors come into play when teachers choose their 

methods for giving feedback. Some of these factors are not possible for teachers to influence, 

for example how much time they have to give feedback or what class they are teaching. The 

relationship between the student and the teacher plays a considerable part in feedback being 

effective and beneficial (Sermsook, Liamnimitr & Pochakorn, 2017, p. 47).  In “The Impact 

of Teacher Corrective Feedback on EFL Student Writers’ Grammatical Improvement” the 

authors discuss studies of different kinds of feedback and conclude that both oral and written 

feedback have a positive effect on students’ written proficiency (Sermsook, Liamnimitr & 

Pochakorn, 2017, p. 47). They point out that they cannot tell which one is the most effective 

since that depends on a whole range of different factors, such as the teacher’s relationship 

with their students, and therefore it is up to each teacher to decide which method is the most 

efficient one for them and their students (Sermsook, Liamnimitr & Pochakorn, 2017, p. 47). 
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Their study highlights that a number of different factors influence teachers when choosing 

feedback methods.  

 

3. Method 

3.1 Semi-structured interviews 

A qualitative approach was chosen to fulfill the aims and answer the research questions. I 

have conducted semi-structured, qualitative interviews to collect data for this study. A 

positive aspect of interviews is that the respondents get to use their own words and pinpoint 

their own understandings and views of the subject at hand (Kihlström, 2007, p. 48). Prior to 

the interviews being conducted, the interviewer decides on a field that the interview questions 

should relate to, but there is not always a fixed set of questions that the interviewer uses 

during the interview and different questions might be asked to different respondents 

depending on what they answer (Johansson & Svedner, 2010, p. 35). However, it is important 

not to ask leading questions or influence the respondents’ answers (Kihlström, 2007, p. 48). 

The most effective interview format is if the respondent is given the opportunity to explain or 

retell something concerning their own reflections or experiences, which is in line with the aim 

of my study (Kilhström, 2007, p. 48). The questions I have used as a guideline for my 

interviews can be found in Appendix 4 and they are in Swedish, as most of the interviews 

were conducted in Swedish. One interview was conducted in English, since that teacher felt 

more comfortable speaking English. The interviews were recorded, since pauses or rephrasing 

can be an instrumental part of the respondents’ answers and something that should be taken 

into account when interpreting the answers (Johansson & Svedner, 2010, p. 35). Another 

reason to record is that it makes it possible to go back and listen to what the respondents have 

said, which is important because it reduces the risk of misunderstandings or inaccuracies due 

to misremembering.  

3.2 The respondents 

When choosing a sample group to be interviewed the circumstances of the interview and what 

factors might influence the results must be carefully considered (Kihlström, 2007, p. 49). The 

sample group consisted of five teachers of English who are currently teaching at the same 
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upper secondary school in a city in western Sweden that provides every student with a 

computer. The school was chosen because an acquaintance could put me in contact with the 

teachers of English. The respondents were invited to participate by email, which can be found 

in Appendix 1. The email went out to five random teachers of English at the school and all of 

them accepted. The respondents provided written consent to participating in the interviews 

and also consented to being recorded. Two of the respondents were men and the other three 

were women. The age span was sixty to twenty-nine years old. The teacher who has been 

teaching for the longest has taught for twenty-three years, while the teacher who has started 

teaching most recently has been teaching for one year. All of the teachers have a license for 

teaching English (lärarlegitimation). The respondents will now be presented individually.  

Vendela is a sixty-year-old woman who has been working as an upper secondary school 

English teacher for twenty-three years. She works mainly at the school’s technical program. 

Mikaela is thirty-nine years old and is doing her first year as an English teacher. The third 

respondent’s name is Tommy, who is fifty years old and has been teaching at upper secondary 

school for twenty-one years, teaching courses in English for twelve years. Before that he 

taught other subjects, such as history, in English. The fourth respondent is twenty-nine-year-

old Niklas, who has three years’ experience in teaching English. The final respondent is 

Ramona, who is sixty years old and has taught English at upper secondary school. She, like 

Tommy, has previously taught other subjects in English as well.  

 

3.3 Limitations 

There are obvious limitations when dealing with qualitative interviews, especially in this case 

where there are only five respondents. For example, it is not possible to make any 

generalizing conclusions from this study. The aim of my study is to look at what methods 

teachers use and why they chose those methods, as well as their experiences with 

digitalization in relation to feedback. This aim can be fulfilled using qualitative methods such 

as semi-structured interviews, as I do not aim to come to any conclusions concerning all 

teachers’ situations, nor claim to have done so. Nevertheless, the aim could also have been 

fulfilled by a questionnaire, which would also have allowed for a larger number of 

participants in the study. However, I wanted to hear longer explanations from my respondents 

as to why and how they choose their feedback methods, which can be difficult to achieve with 
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a questionnaire. Additionally, I wanted to be able to ask for clarifications and examples. 

Another possible method for this study would have been to first distribute a questionnaire to a 

larger number of respondents and then make a select a few participants to conduct in-depth 

interviews with. Unfortunately, this was not possible with the time frame in which this study 

needed to be conducted. This study could be used as a pilot study for a larger study that could 

generate generalizable results. The lack of time also forced me to decide to have only a 

handful of respondents. Moreover, English teachers in upper secondary school are particularly 

busy during the second half of the spring term and trying to keep the interviews as short was 

necessary so that the respondents could participate in this study. Therefore, the decision was 

made that the interviews should be roughly twenty minutes long. Nonetheless, if more time 

was needed, more time would be provided. The longest interview lasted 27 minutes, while the 

shortest was 13 minutes long and in all cases the interviews were concluded when the 

conversation naturally died down, so I do not think I would have been able to obtain much 

more information using longer interviews.  

 

3.4 Ethical considerations 

The empirical material for this study was gathered through short, semi-structured interviews 

with five currently active English teachers. Personal data have been gathered in the process 

and therefore I have taken ethical guidelines and laws into account when collecting and 

storing my material. The personal data gathered concerns age, gender, how long the teachers 

have been working and whether or not they have a license to teach English in upper secondary 

school. I did not collect any sensitive personal data, as this is irrelevant to my study as well as 

prohibited by Karlstad University. 

 

In accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (2018, §38), I collected signed 

consent forms from the respondents (see Appendix 2 and Appendix 3). I also asked for their 

consent to record the interview. Throughout my study, for example when taking notes during 

interviews, I anonymized the respondents by giving them fictitious names. Their real names 

are not be featured anywhere but on the consent forms they sign. This is necessary to prevent 

anyone from making connections between the material and an individual respondent 

(Vetenskapsrådet, 2011, p. 40). When this degree project has been graded and registered, all 

personal data and the recordings will be destroyed, including the signed consent forms.  
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4. Analysis and results 

4.1 The respondents’ choice of feedback methods 

There are many similarities between the methods the respondents use when giving feedback 

on students’ written productions, such as essays. The first thing they all have in common is 

that they primarily use formative feedback. All of the respondents mentioned that they 

sometimes combine their formative feedback with a summative mark, usually making use of 

the Swedish grading scale (A-F). Three teachers explained that in the beginning of a course, 

the students receive only formative feedback and at the end of it they receive mainly 

summative marks. The other two teachers use both formative and summative feedback 

through the entire course. The issue is currently under discussion at the school, but a decision 

has not yet been made on whether teachers should use summative marks during the course or 

only at the end of it.  

 

The second thing that these teachers have in common is that their students submit their work 

on either Itslearning or DigiExam. Itslearning is a VLE where teachers share information, 

pedagogical plans and teaching materials. It is also possible to construct tests, quizzes and 

folders where students can submit essays, which can be checked for plagiarism. The VLE also 

gives teachers opportunities to give feedback to students in various ways, for example through 

a summative mark on different knowledge requirements or by providing written feedback in 

the folder where the essay was submitted. DigiExam is a program in which teachers create 

tests – whether it is a quiz or a writing task – and the students log in. The program locks 

everything else on the students’ computers while the students are working with the test and 

unlocks things when they have submitted their answers. After a test, teachers are able to give 

feedback to students through DigiExam by making coloured markings or comments in the 

text, as well as give a final, more overall comment outside the text. It is also possible to award 

points, but no summative mark like in the Swedish grading scale. All five of my respondents 

use these tools when students hand in their work, but how they use these tools for feedback 

varies. Niklas is the only one who gives all his feedback digitally, through these tools. When 

his students have submitted their essays on Itslearning, which is the VLE he uses most often, 
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he leaves comments on specifics in the file they submitted. He also leaves formative feedback 

on the text as a whole in the VLE. Oral feedback is only given on written productions if a 

student specifically asks for it. The other four teachers print out the students’ essays after they 

have been digitally submitted through DigiExam or Itslearning. Vendela, Mikaela and 

Ramona all write by hand on the printouts. They give comments on specifics in the text and 

also give a longer, formative comment at the end of the text.  

 

Vendela gives oral feedback if a student asks for it, or has questions about her written 

comments. She also has a few planned occasions during a school year where she will give oral 

feedback to each student in the class. She estimates that there are up to three of these sessions 

per school year. Ramona picks out the most common mistakes in the texts of the class and 

takes time out of a lesson to go through them on the board. While doing that, she also allows 

time for the students to correct their mistakes or make notes about what they need to work 

more on and improve for the next essay. If students have questions about their written 

feedback, Ramona will give oral feedback but otherwise not. If the students do smaller written 

assignments, for example writing only one or two paragraphs, Ramona gives formative 

feedback in the VLE Itslearning. Tommy also prints out the essays from DigiExam and 

Itslearning, but then his approach differs from the rest of my respondents. He colour-codes the 

essays, marking different errors in the text with different colours to visualize patterns of 

errors, both to himself and the students. When needed, he adds comments to clarify the colour 

markings. Unlike the others, he generally tries to avoid writing a longer comment at the end 

of the text, because, according to him, the students do not seem to benefit from it. Instead, he 

gives oral feedback to every student, even though he finds it incredibly time consuming.  

 

In summary all the interviewed teachers provide written, formative feedback on students’ 

written productions. A majority of them supply handwritten comments and other markings on 

paper and hand them back to the students. Sometimes this feedback is complemented with 

individual oral feedback or providing feedback on the board to the whole class at the same 

time. The rest of my respondents use only written, formative feedback unless students ask for 

more information or clarification. In the next section, the reasons and influential factors 

behind choosing these methods will be discussed. 
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4.2 Factors influencing the choice of feedback methods 

4.2.1 Available time 

When discussing their methods during the interviews, most respondents mention aspects they 

would like to develop or change. The expression “in the best of all worlds” was used more 

than once, in relation to the aspects of giving feedback that are beyond the teachers’ control. 

Two different factors recur more often than others. First, there is the lack of time available for 

teachers to manage all aspects of their job. All five respondents emphasize available time as 

an issue when deciding how to give feedback. Vendela expressed that she would like to give 

oral feedback much more often, since she noticed that her students benefit the most from this 

type of feedback. As discussed in section 2.2, some studies show that a combination of oral 

and written feedback helps students improve the most, supporting Vendela’s perception that 

this combination is key (Bitchener, Young & Cameron, 2005, pp. 191, 202).  

 

Vendela mentioned that the more personalized the feedback, the more the students’ results 

improve. During the interview Vendela remarked that the students generally appreciate oral 

feedback more than written feedback because it is more personal and they like having one on 

one conversations with teachers about their performance. Vendela explained that there is not 

enough time to provide individual oral feedback more than three times per school year. 

Mikaela expressed the same sentiments during her interview. She concluded that if she were 

to provide individual oral feedback, she would not have time to plan her lessons. Niklas also 

claimed that he would like to have more time to talk to his students about their feedback, but 

due to the amount of time it takes, it is more efficient to focus on written feedback. He noted 

that when he provides written feedback the students can always go back to their essays and 

see what he has written and therefore have better access to the feedback. These results are in 

line with the previous research, discussed in section 2.2, that showed that the relationship 

between students and their teachers plays an important part in feedback being effective and 

beneficial (Sermsook, Liamnimitr & Pochakorn, 2017, p. 47). Özkul and Ortaçtepe 

concluded, as mentioned in section 2.2, that video feedback helped improving student results 

more than written feedback due to the fact that it was more personal and helped building the 

relationship between teachers and students (2017, p. 873). It also seemed more individually 

adapted to fit different learning styles (Özkul & Ortaçtepe, 2017, p. 874). 
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Another factor that the respondents mentioned that ties in with the time available is the large 

number of students in each class. According to the respondents there are often over thirty 

students in each of their classes, which makes individual talks too time consuming to conduct. 

Vendela and Mikaela also highlighted the fact that if they are going to talk to every student in 

person and outside of the classroom, they must come up with a suitable task for the rest of the 

students to work with while the talks proceed. Having to spend so much time outside the 

classroom can be problematic, Vendela and Mikaela said, since not all classes can be left 

alone for multiple lessons and still finish the assigned tasks. They maintain that it would 

severely impact the students’ learning if they left the classroom for longer periods. As 

mentioned in section 2.2, since every class is unique and has different needs, it is difficult for 

anyone other than the teacher to know which method is the most effective one for their class 

(Sermsook, Liamnimitr & Pochakorn, 2017, p. 47). However, none of the respondents 

mentioned that they used different strategies depending on the class. 

 

4.2.2 Student engagement  

During her interview, Ramona expressed a clear frustration over the fact that few students 

actually look at her feedback or do anything with it. This is unfortunate, since students must 

interact with feedback and take action on their own to improve their proficiency (Sadler, 

1989, pp. 120-121). She estimated that only a third of a class assimilate her feedback and 

follow her instructions on how to proceed. Providing a learning context when delivering 

feedback is important, as discussed in section 2.2 (Hattie & Timperley, 2007, pp. 81-82). As 

mentioned in section 4.1, this is something Ramona works hard to achieve by providing 

feedback on the board with the entire class, then letting the students improve their texts during 

the lesson. The feedback method that Ramona uses is one strategy to make students more 

active in their own learning processes, which has been suggested to improve the effects of 

feedback (Bitchener, Young & Cameron, 2005, p. 202), but despite these efforts to encourage 

students to engage with the feedback she feels that they are not motivated enough to do so. 

Ramona said that she would welcome another method of giving feedback that engages 

students more and is not too time consuming, but she has not yet found one. 

 

Ramona is not the only teacher who touches upon the subject of student motivation and 

engagement. During the interviews, Tommy and Niklas said that they often ask themselves 
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whether the students really read the feedback they give them. Tommy’s method to colour-

code errors (see 4.1) is a result of the lack of student engagement he has noticed in the past 

when he used mainly written comments. This shows that he deals with the problem in a 

different way than Niklas and Ramona who also brought it up, since Tommy has limited his 

written feedback and has sought out another method. Moving away from written feedback is 

Tommy’s way of trying to make students engage more with their learning processes. 

Additionally, Niklas highlighted this problem. He remarked that it takes quite a long time to 

write the formative feedback and if the students do not use it to improve, perhaps one should 

spend that time in a different manner, or use a different method. He, like all the other 

respondents, concluded that there is no perfect method yet and it is difficult to find the time to 

try out ideas.  

 

4.2.3 Digitalization and digital tools 

Initially, all five of the respondents claimed that they use digital tools in relation to feedback. 

They referred to DigiExam and Itslearning as the two tools that are being used. These VLEs 

are used because the school management team has decided that they should be implemented. 

Itslearning is meant to be the main VLE for communication between students and teachers, 

while DigiExam has been included for use during the national tests. It is not mandatory to use 

DigiExam for any tests expect the national tests, but as suggested by Vendela and Ramona in 

their interviews they are generally used so that students can become comfortable with the tool.  

 

Nevertheless, it is only Niklas who uses these tools to give feedback on a regular basis. As 

mentioned in section 4.1, Niklas provides comments and corrections in the digital documents 

the students submitted and gives a final, formative comment on their text in the VLE. He said 

in his interview that this is probably the intended use of the VLEs, but that many teachers at 

the school do not use them in that fashion. In his experience, he said, once you have learned 

how the digital tools work, they can be a great asset. He expressed that it is convenient for 

both him and his students that all the feedback is available in the same place, the tools, and 

that it can be accessed at all times, either by him or by his students. Despite the fact that, as 

discussed in section 2.2, studies have found that electronic feedback is more effective than 

handwritten feedback (Farshi & Safa, 2015, p. 29; Soltanpour & Valizadeh, 2018, pp. 130-

131), four of the five interviewed teachers do not provide electronic feedback even though 
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they have access to tools that make it possible. Niklas explained that the possible reason was 

that not all teachers are given proper introductions to the tools and this might discourage 

them. He also stated that there is wide spread negativity on the digitalization of feedback at 

the school and that there have been no requests from the principals that teachers should give 

feedback electronically through the VLEs.  

 

During her interview, Vendela expressed that her experience with VLEs is that Itslearning is a 

functional tool that she sometimes uses to give feedback, but mainly, her students take tests 

and write essays in DigiExam and she always prints the essays from that program. She 

described the commenting system in DigiExam as difficult to navigate and said that if the 

essay is printed after being corrected in the program the comments do not show up in the text, 

but in a list at the end of the text where they do no good. In Ramona’s and Tommy’s 

experience, the tools implemented by the school management team do not fit their needs. 

Since Tommy is trying to replace written feedback with oral feedback, many of the features in 

the tools feel useless to him. One of the problematic aspects Ramona mentioned is that once 

the students are given access to their corrected papers, they get to keep them. Ramona wants 

to restrict their access to the essays, and always collects her printouts, because she uses the 

same tests multiple times. If the students were to keep the essays, they can sell or give them to 

younger students. There is a feature on DigiExam where you can withdraw the corrected 

essays from the students after giving them access, but when asked about this Ramona stated 

that she is not sure how to use it and is not planning to investigate if using the feature could 

benefit her. She prefers writing comments by hand, even though she feels that the school 

management team and trends in teaching try to influence or even pressure teachers to use 

more digital tools in all aspects of their work. Ramona is reluctant to leave her comfort zone, 

as she had been working with handwritten student essays and handwritten feedback during 

most of her career as a teacher before the school management team decided to implement 

specific VLEs. 

 

These results suggest that the teachers have different experiences of digitalization in relation 

to feedback, but that it is a factor that influences their decisions concerning feedback methods 

and a factor that they must take into consideration. The five interviewed teachers have had no 

say in what VLEs or programs should be implemented in the subject of English, since that 
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decision was made entirely by the school management team. This influences how and to what 

degree the interviewed teachers use them. If the teachers could have made suggestions or have 

participated in the decision, it is possible that Ramona and Tommy could use a tool with 

features that better suited how they want to work with feedback. Because the decision was 

made without the influence of teachers, it is also limiting teacher autonomy, as Ramona stated 

in her interview where she also expressed a wish to stop using VLEs, both as a tool where 

students submit their work and as places to give feedback.  

 

However, the Swedish curriculum for upper secondary school states, among other things on 

this subject, that teachers should use digital tools, in order to promote students’ knowledge 

development (Skolverket, 2018, p. 7). Whether these guidelines from the Swedish National 

Agency of Education aim to include teachers’ methods of giving feedback is a matter of 

interpretation. Vendela, when asked specifically about whether she has been influenced by 

these guidelines in relation to digital feedback, firmly answered no. She elaborated that she 

thinks the Swedish National Agency for Education means materials on the internet that can be 

used for teaching and showing the students how to navigate or extract information in digital 

environments. Since I have not interviewed members of the school management team, I 

cannot say whether their decision to implement VLEs was influenced by these guidelines on 

digitalization. It is clear, however, that Vendela sees no connection between these specific 

guidelines and her own feedback practices. 

 

5. Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to find out what methods English teachers use to give feedback on 

students’ written production and what influences them to choose these methods. Additionally, 

I aimed to investigate what experiences teachers have concerning digitalization in relation to 

feedback on students’ written production. To be able to answer my research questions I 

conducted qualitative, semi-structured interviews with five English teachers who are active at 

an upper secondary school in Sweden.  
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When it comes to what methods Swedish teachers of English use to give feedback on 

students’ written production, results showed that four of five respondents use written, 

formative feedback. One respondent uses written, formative feedback in combination with 

oral feedback. He makes markings and writes clarifying comments in students’ texts, but tries 

to avoid writing long formative comments. Instead, he gives all students individual, 

formative, oral feedback. All respondents use VLEs to some degree, but only one of five 

respondents always (and exclusively) gives electronic, written feedback through a VLE while 

the other four make handwritten comments on printed essays. However, on very short 

assignments three of the respondents sometimes give electronic feedback through the VLE.  

 

In regards to what factors influence the feedback methods teachers choose, the results showed 

that the most recurring factors brought up by the respondents were a lack of time, a lack of 

student engagement and digitalization. When discussing the first factor, lack of time, four of 

the five teachers said that they wanted to give students oral feedback much more often than 

they do because they feel more student engagement with that method and that it helps 

building a relationship with the students, but they cannot because they do not have time. 

These four teachers share the notion that oral feedback is more effective than written feedback 

because it helps to build relationships. This idea is in line with previous research (as discussed 

in section 2.2) that found that oral (or video) feedback is more adaptable to each individual’s 

learning strategy as well as that it contributes to building a good relationship between the 

student and their teacher (Soultanpour & Valizadeh, 2018, p. 131; Özkul & Ortaçtepe, 2017, 

pp. 873-874). The relationship between the student and the teacher plays a considerable part 

in feedback being effective and beneficial, (see section 2.2; Sermsook, Liamnimitr & 

Pochakorn, 2017, p. 47).   

 

One of the respondents works actively to create a learning context when handing back essays 

and giving written feedback and tries to avoid the second factor, lacking student engagement.  

Unfortunately, she does not feel that it makes a difference. Four of my respondents mentioned 

lacking student engagement as an issue they often think about when they create feedback or 

decide how to communicate feedback. Lacking student engagement is also the reason why the 

respondent who uses individual talks to communicate feedback tries to avoid writing long 

formative comments, which he feels is more an obstacle than an encouragement to students. 
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This is a severe problem since previous research suggest that in order for feedback to be 

effective and influence students’ performance it must be given in a learning context and 

students must engage with it to take action to improve (discussed in 2.2; Hattie & Timperley, 

2007, pp. 81-82; Sadler, 1989, p. 121). Four of the interviewed teachers feel disheartened by 

the lack of engagement from the students. It is a complex issue, but working on a strategy to 

increase student motivation is perhaps a place to start. If multiple teachers feel this is an issue 

that dramatically affects teaching and student results, one should consider it more carefully. 

Teachers feel they do not have time to consider this aspect and come up with a strategy to 

solve it, since there are already parts of their job that suffer because they do not have time for 

all their tasks.  

 

The third factor, digitalization and digital tools, ties in with the issue of teachers’ experiences 

of digitalization in relation to feedback. The respondents discuss digitalization as a factor that 

influences their choices, but do not directly relate this to the guidelines provided by the 

Swedish National Agency of Education. The respondents use two VLEs – Itslearning and 

DigiExam – to various degrees. These VLEs have been implemented by the school 

management team and the decision to use them at all was therefore out of the teachers’ hands. 

However, one of the respondents gives all his feedback in writing through these VLEs, 

therefore using them in the manner he believes the school management team intended. His 

experience is that these digital tools make it easy for him and his students to access the 

feedback at all times. Another positive aspect he mentioned is that all the feedback he has 

given the students is gathered in one place. The other four respondents use the VLEs mainly 

for students to submit essays and then they print them and give handwritten comments or 

markings. Two of the respondents clearly stated that they do not feel like the tools 

implemented by the school management team fit their needs, which discourages them from 

using them. One respondent also mentioned that she experiences that the school management 

team is pressuring teachers to use more digital tools and to conduct more aspects of their work 

electronically.  

 

What inspired the school management team’s choice to implement VLEs cannot be known 

without further interviews, which I did not have the opportunity to do. Although all the 

teachers have been forced to use digital tools, they do not use them to the same extent. 

Moreover, the teachers do not necessarily associate their use of digital tools with the national 

guidelines on digitalisation, or think that they need to implement digital tools to a greater 
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extent to conform to these policies. I therefore conclude that the interviewed teachers have 

different experiences of digitalization and digital tools in relation to feedback, but that 

digitalization is a factor they all must take into consideration regardless of what feedback 

method they prefer, and regardless of their personal views on digitalization and VLEs. 

Deciding which digital tools to use has been taken out of the teachers’ hands and they do not 

always get proper training when a new tool or VLE is introduced. This has implications for 

teacher autonomy, which could be a reason why some teachers feel discouraged when it 

comes to using digital tools. It is a delicate balancing act between helping teachers to break 

the habits they have formed over thirty years of teaching to ensure they keep up with the 

evolution of education and society as a whole, and going over their heads and telling them 

how to do their job.   

 

There is a need for more research on teacher autonomy and their participation in making 

decisions that could affect their autonomy. I suggest that further research should be conducted 

on the school management teams’ reasons when deciding what tools to use, as well as 

different interpretations of the guidelines concerning digitalization provided by the Swedish 

National Agency of Education. Further research could also be conducted on the topic of 

teacher autonomy and digitalization, to find out how decisions about implementation of 

digital tools are made at other schools in Sweden. Finally, since time is an important factor 

when teachers decide what feedback methods to use, it would be useful to conduct research 

that look into how much time different feedback methods take.  
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Appendix 1: E-mail – invitation to participate in the study 

Ämne: Förfrågan om medverkan i examensarbete  

  

Hej (Namn)! 
Som vi talats vid om tidigare skriver jag nu mitt examensarbete. Det handlar om återkoppling, 
metoder för återkoppling och digitalisering. Syftet med studien är att undersöka vilka metoder 
engelskalärare använder för att ge återkoppling på studentuppsatser och varför dessa metoder 
används. Vidare undersöks om digitaliseringen av skolan haft någon inverkan på de val av metoder 
som engelskalärare gör. Material till studien samlas in genom korta intervjuer. Intervjuns längd är 
inte tänkt att överskrida tjugo minuter.  
  
Skulle du vilja medverka i en sådan intervju?  
  
Du behöver inte förbereda dig på något sätt. Studien kommer vara i enlighet med Vetenskapsrådets 
forskningsetiska principer, alltså är det helt frivilligt att delta, man är fri att dra sig ur när som helst 
under studiens gång, allt material kommer att anonymiseras så att ingenting kan kopplas till dig eller 
skolan du jobbar på. Alla personuppgifter hanteras enligt gällande GDPR-lagstiftning och kommer att 
förstöras så fort examensarbetet är godkänt.  
  
Hoppas att du har möjlighet att delta! 
Ha en bra dag! 
  
Med vänlig hälsning, 
Malin Andersson 
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Appendix 2: Information Letter 

Informationsbrev 
Examensarbete: Feedback and Digitalization  
   
  

Syftet med studien är att undersöka vilka metoder engelskalärare använder för att ge 

återkoppling på studentuppsatser och varför dessa metoder används. Vidare undersöks om 

digitaliseringen av skolan haft någon inverkan på de val av metoder som engelskalärare gör. 

Material till studien samlas in genom korta intervjuer. Personuppgifterna som samlas in i 

samband med intervjun behandlas enligt ditt informerade samtycke. Deltagande i studien är 

helt frivilligt. Du kan när som helst återkalla ditt samtycke utan att ange orsak, vilket dock 

inte påverkar den behandling som skett innan återkallandet. Alla uppgifter som kommer oss 

till del behandlas på ett sådant sätt att inga obehöriga kan ta del av dem. Uppgifterna kommer 

att bevaras till dess att uppsatsarbetet godkänts och betyget har registrerats i Karlstads 

universitets studieregister för att sedan förstöras. 

  

 Karlstads universitet är personuppgiftsansvarig. Enligt dataskyddsförordningen har du rätt att 

gratis få ta del av samtliga uppgifter om dig som hanteras och vid behov få eventuella fel 

rättade. Du har även rätt att begära radering, begränsning eller att invända mot behandling av 

personuppgifter, och det finns möjlighet att inge klagomål till Datainspektionen. 

Kontaktuppgifter till dataskyddsombudet på Karlstads universitet är dpo@kau.se. 

 

Jag som genomför studien, Malin Andersson, är nåbar via malin.95a@hotmail.com. Min 

handledare, Marinette Grimbeek, universitetslektor i engelska, nås via 

marinette.grimbeek@kau.se.  

 

 

 

mailto:dpo@kau.se
mailto:malin.95a@hotmail.com
mailto:marinette.grimbeek@kau.se
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Appendix 3: Consent form   

Samtycke till att delta i studien: Feedback and Digitalization  

  

Jag har skriftligen informerats om studien och samtycker till att delta. Jag är medveten om att mitt 

deltagande är helt frivilligt och att jag kan avbryta mitt deltagande i studien utan att ange något skäl.  

 

Min underskrift nedan betyder att jag väljer att delta i studien och godkänner att Karlstads 

universitet behandlar mina personuppgifter i enlighet med gällande dataskyddslagstiftning och 

lämnad information. 

 

 

 
  

  

…………………………………………..    

Underskrift  

  

  

…………………………………………… ………………………………………………………………  

Namnförtydligande  Ort och datum   

  

  

   

 
Kontaktuppgifter: 
 
Student: Malin Andersson, malin.95a@hotmail.com 
 
Handledare: Marinette Grimbeek, marinette.grimbeek@kau.se 

 

mailto:malin.95a@hotmail.com
mailto:marinette.grimbeek@kau.se
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Appendix 4: Semi-structured interview questions  

Berätta om vilken eller vilka metoder du använder den här terminen när du ger återkoppling 

på elevers skriftliga arbete.  

Hur valde du detta? 

Vilka fördelar/nackdelar ser du med metoden/metoderna? 

Har du testat andra metoder? Vilka? 

Har du vetskap om andra metoder som du skulle vilja testa? 

Hur förankrar du metoden hos eleverna?   

Använder du digitala verktyg i din återkoppling?  

 

 


