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Abstract 

There is often a disconnect between the feedback teachers give and their students’ 

willingness or ability to apply that feedback to their own writing. Teachers understand, though, that 

the way they give feedback can impact student confidence and resilience. For girls as social learners 

who value relationships, some form of dialogue can help to facilitate uptake of feedback and 

potentially support confidence and resilience. There is not an extensive body of research, however, 

that explores the experiences of feedback specifically for adolescent girls. In response to this, action 

research on student engagement with feedback was undertaken in a large all-girls’ school in 

Brisbane, Australia. A group of thirty-six Year 11 English Literature students engaged in feedback 

conversations to encourage clarification of feedback and self-evaluation of their work. Feedback 

conversation transcripts, student surveys, focus group discussions, and student grades were used to 

find the impact of such conversations on student confidence, uptake of feedback, and improvement 

to their writing. Those students who engaged with feedback conversations reported feeling positive 

about their own learning, having improved confidence towards their potential exam performance, 

being more receptive to feedback, and had an increase in overall grades under exam conditions. 

Further research on the impact of prolonged use of feedback conversations is warranted, especially 

related to student confidence, resilience, and writing performance. 
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Feedback Conversations to Motivate Adolescent Girls’ Learning: Using Conversations to 

Progress Learning, Resilience and Confidence. 

Feedback is an integral part of supporting students to improve their writing skills. English 

teachers constantly give feedback on student writing, yet so often find themselves frustrated by 

their students’ unwillingness or inability to apply this feedback to improve this skill (Robinson, 2017). 

Indeed, “the only thing that matters is what the student does with the feedback” (Wiliam, 2016, 

p.15). 

To explore ways to encourage engagement with feedback, two areas must be examined: 

how feedback is given and the factors that enable student uptake of feedback. Evidence suggests 

that feedback is often given too late in the learning process for meaningful application (Funk & van 

Diggelen, 2017; Irons, 2008) and that students do not always find certain types of feedback, such as 

one-way feedback, useful (Funk & van Diggelen, 2017). There is also a growing body of evidence 

suggesting that students often lack the confidence and resilience to apply feedback in a useful way 

(Dweck, 2006; Shields, 2015). 

This research study is part of the National Coalition of Girls’ Schools' inaugural Global Action 

Research Collaborative investigation of the theme: “Feedback to move forward, thrive and grow.” It 

presents the findings of action research that explores how feedback conversations might encourage 

feedback uptake to improve student learning, confidence, and resilience in an all-girls’ school in 

Brisbane, Australia. 

Literature Review 

Best-practice feedback must be considered when exploring the literature on how feedback 

can build confidence and resilience.  Researchers describe the timeliness of teacher intervention as 

imperative. For feedback to be useful to students’ learning, they need to receive it in a timely 

manner, early in the learning process (Funk & van Diggelen, 2017; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Irons, 

2008), and it should be designed to provide students “with information about the gap between their 

current and the desired performance” (Wingate, 2010, p. 520).  
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The most effective types of feedback have also been given attention by researchers. Firstly, 

feedback should be relevant and meaningful. Only the most important areas for improvement 

should be identified and feedback should be clear and precise (Funk & van Diggelen, 2017; Grover 

Tuttle, 2013; Irons, 2008). Indeed, research suggests that students “show frustration with … too 

generic, ‘blanket’ feedback” (Funk & van Diggelen, 2017, p. 88).  

The relevance and specificity of feedback should also be considered in how it can support 

learning and skill development. Noble (2007) describes the positive impact of praising skills that are 

developed through hard work "despite obstacles" (p. 35). In fact, mastery of skills related to specific 

circumstances can foster a resilient response to a difficult situation (Hefferon & Boniwell, 2011; 

McGrath, 2007; Noble, 2007). Adolescents need support to build resilience–they cannot do it on 

their own–and so encouraging students to "accept… help" also goes a long way to strengthening 

resilience (American Psychological Association, 2007, p. 6). So, specific feedback related to skill 

development is one way to build resilience in students. 

Secondly, feedback needs to involve dialogue or conversations to ensure understanding and 

student buy-in. If both the teacher and student are engaged in a conversation of sorts (verbal, 

written or digital), the teacher can respond more meaningfully to both the student’s work and the 

student’s understanding of the feedback (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Irons, 2008; Robinson, 2017). 

Further, conversations can help to motivate students and make them feel heard (Irons, 2008). Sadler 

(1989), whose work with feedback is still considered relevant 30 years on, describes the problem 

with not engaging in a feedback conversation: 

“Not only is the feedback conveyed in propositional form, but the number of comments 

and their content depends upon the willingness of the teacher (and the time available) 

to actually make the comments, the ability of the teacher to express the feedback in 

words, and the ability of the student to interpret the comments” (p. 135).  

This further supports Irons’ (2008) assertion that “feedback should be able to be used as a 

catalyst for dialogue between teacher and students” (p. 45). If feedback conversations are recorded, 



 

4 
 

this can provide further benefit as students can revisit these afterwards to ensure understanding. 

Written and digital conversations can support this reflective process (Funk & van Diggelen, 2017, p. 

86). All this links to Robinson’s (2017) assertion that there is “a lot of power in the one-on-one 

conversation … you’re able to adapt the feedback you’re providing accordingly” (p. 23).  

Understanding that adolescent girls respond well to positive relationships and that they are 

social learners suggests that a conversational style of feedback would be useful to their learning 

process. Indeed, research suggests that meaningful relationships further help to build confidence 

and resilience in adolescents. Students who feel confident to develop skills, even when this involves 

making mistakes, tend to be those who have the "secure base of a warm/caring relationship that 

encourages safe exploration of the environment” (Hefferon & Boniwell, 2011, p. 140). Wiliam (2016) 

suggests that relationships between teacher and student are paramount:   

“The teacher needs to know the student—to understand what feedback the student 

needs right now … [a]nd to receive feedback in a meaningful way, the student needs to 

trust the teacher—to believe that the teacher knows what he or she is talking about and 

has the student's best interests at heart” (p. 15).  

Fuller (2020) explores this idea further when he notes that girls, particularly those "who 

have a sense that [teachers] like them and are interested in them … will want to collaborate" (p. 1). 

So, adolescent girls will be receptive to feedback if they are supported by mentors who have genuine 

care for their well-being; that is, where relationships are "grounded in good listening and 

establishing safety and basic trust” (ReachOut, 2007, p. 5).  

These ideas regarding the development of confidence and resilience also tie in with what we 

know about how girls learn. According to the National Coalition of Girls Schools (2016), “[g]irls are 

more likely to have a fixed mindset” and are "prone to perfectionism and have a fear of failure"; 

factors that tend towards a lack of resilience. For this reason, strong and supportive relationships are 

essential for receptivity of feedback through conversation and can further support the development 

of resilience and confidence.  
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Positive teacher-student relationships can also be an important way of countering student 

reluctance to engage with feedback in the first place. Feedback has been shown to have a direct 

correlation with self-esteem, especially in adolescents who have a fixed mindset. Shields (2015) 

found that “the emotions evoked from reading the feedback are so strong that they prevent the 

student using it to improve and develop” (p. 615). In her groundbreaking book Mindset, Dweck 

(2006) also notes that for those “with the growth mindset, success is about stretching themselves” 

(p. 17) after receiving feedback, yet for those with a fixed mindset “one evaluation can measure you 

forever… [so] they must succeed perfectly and immediately” (p. 29). So, instead of learning from 

feedback, adolescents—especially those with a fixed-mindset—can simply try to protect their self-

esteem (Dweck 2006; Wingate, 2010) and in so doing, not engage with nor learn from the feedback.  

Emotional reactions can, therefore, have an impact on confidence and motivation. Irons 

(2008) points out that for students to “learn effectively they need to be motivated to learn” (p. 35). 

This suggests that teachers should look at how they can best motivate students to be receptive to 

feedback. When considering the need to protect self-esteem, positive feedback can be very useful. 

As Irons (2008) observes, “positive feedback will enhance student confidence in their academic 

abilities and as such improve academic performance as students develop confidence in their 

academic abilities” (p. 37). 

Positive feedback, however, needs to be delivered in a “helpful” way that does not develop 

a “false sense of achievement” or “understanding” (Irons, 2008, p. 37). This can be done through 

what Dweck (2006) describes as “constructive criticism” (p. 53), a notion that Irons (2008) seconds. 

Ideally, feedback “should be constructive and reflect the effort that [students] have put into any 

assessment activities but also be meaningful in the context of their future learning needs” (Irons, p. 

44). Indeed, Wingate (2010) discovered that students who “had utilised their feedback comments 

improved” but those who did not improve had “paid little attention to their feedback comments and 

not acted upon them” (p. 519). Therefore, students need to be motivated and emotionally prepared 

to receive feedback in order to learn.   
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Hattie and Timperley (2007) describe the “ways and manner in which individuals interpret 

feedback information is the key to developing positive and valuable concepts of self-efficacy about 

learning, which in turns leads to further learning” (p. 101). The hope with providing feedback is that 

students will both “emotionally accept what is being said” and “understand” what is being offered 

by the teacher and so that they are willing and able to apply the feedback (Grover Tuttle, 2013, p. 

37). The resilience and confidence regarding receptivity to feedback again link to the importance of 

positive relationships, potentially fostered through conversation. 

The third effective feedback practice that researchers have explored is the idea that 

students should engage in self-reflection (Irons, 2008; Roskos & Neuman, 2012; Sadler, 1989; 

Wiliam, 2016). Sadler (1989) notes that taking ownership of their learning is essential for students 

(p. 129). This feeds into the notion of self-evaluation, which purports that teacher feedback should 

eventually lead to a degree of learning that means students can meaningfully assess their own work 

(Boud, Lawson & Thompson, 2013; Irons, 2008; Wiliam, 2016). Ownership of learning and self-

assessment of learning can then lead to a feedback conversation as it provides “a starting point or 

dialogue” (Irons, 2008, p. 56). It becomes a fluid and circular process. This then ties back to the 

importance of positive relationships.  

What is interesting to note in much of the broad body of literature is that a specific focus on 

adolescent girls is absent. There is certainly a focus on children or adolescents for both feedback and 

resilience, but rarely is this narrowed to the particular needs of adolescent girls. This insight makes 

clear the need for a study on what will make adolescent girls resilient and receptive to feedback to 

be able to make use of it for their learning. Hence, these research-informed approaches to feedback 

were applied to adolescent girls in this action research project. 

Research Context 

As the oldest school in the state of Queensland, All Hallows’ School is an established pillar of 

all-girls’ education. The school prides itself on its resources, including being at the forefront of 

technological educational advances. Its some 1600 students from Grades 5–12 are generally high-
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achieving and the culture of academic success tends to mean that achievement is high stakes. This 

has, in recent years, led to increased anxiety and a lack of confidence and resilience among girls who 

perceive that they are not achieving to the high standard they have set for themselves. For their 

teachers, however, this high standard is about learning rather than academic results. So, often there 

is a discrepancy between teacher expectations of high quality learning practices focused on skill 

development and student expectations of perceived high quality results on summative assessment 

tasks.  

The Action 

There are numerous factors that hinder student engagement with feedback: student 

perception of the value of different types of feedback, student confidence relating to skill 

development, and student resilience to constructive feedback. The teachers in the English 

Department at All Hallows’ School have been consciously evolving feedback practices to better assist 

their students to improve both their confidence and the quality of their writing. In addition, the 

Department has been exploring aspects of academic care that support student resilience, and thus 

student willingness, to accept and apply feedback to their writing. With the aim of improving 

students’ responsiveness to feedback, the following research questions were designed: 

• What type of student engagement with the feedback process leads to receptive 

uptake of feedback? 

• What type of student engagement with the feedback process improves student 

confidence? 

• Can feedback conversations encourage students to use feedback to improve their 

writing? 

In response to these questions and to address the key themes that emerged from the 

literature review, a conversational feedback model was designed to cultivate resilience and 

receptivity to feedback. A list of the key themes and how they were incorporated into the feedback 

model is provided in Table 1.  
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Table 1  

Findings from the Literature and impact on feedback model design 

Findings from the literature – 

confidence and resilience are built when: 

Impact on feedback model design 

Students see a genuine development of their 

skills and this is acknowledged by teachers 

Students required to annotate their own work so 

they can identify where they have applied the 

feedback and have this checked by the teacher. 

Students have positive relationships with 

teachers who provide feedback that is 

constructive through support, establishing 

trust and listening and discouraging 

perfectionism  

Dialogue with teacher to be on-going rather than a 

one-way feedback model. Teacher to provide 

positive reinforcement and address student-

specific concerns. 

Feedback is given early in the learning 

process, involves dialogue, and encourages 

student buy-in and self-evaluation 

Teacher to give targeted and specific feedback, 

formative feedback will occur early in the term, 

and students will have the opportunity to seek 

clarification on feedback before applying it. 

 

The conversational feedback model was trialed on a group of thirty-six Year 11 English 

Literature students during Semester 2, 2020. To align with student survey results that reflected 

favorability of written feedback, and to facilitate the logical progression of conversations over time 

that would be captured all in one place, a conversation table was provided to students (see Table 2). 

This table was completed in the students’ OneNote by teacher and student as part of the 

conversational feedback model. Face-to-face conversations were also encouraged, but this table was 

designed as a way of capturing the conversation for future reference and allowing for self-evaluation 

through annotation. 
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Table 2  

Feedback Conversation Table 

Feedback from teacher 

  

Student questions on feedback 

  

Teacher response to questions from student 

   

Student application of feedback (with annotations that show where you have applied the 

feedback) 

  

 

Data Collection 

Initial data collection pre-intervention was used to set a baseline for student resilience and 

receptivity to feedback. Data were collected over the course of an eight-week English Literature 

study in which the culminating summative assessment task was an analytical essay under exam 

conditions. The post-intervention data were collected during the teaching of a second eight-week 

English Literature study where the culminating summative assessment task was again an analytical 

essay under exam conditions.  

Data were triangulated through the collection of: 

• artifacts (student practice writing and feedback transcripts on student work) 

• teacher observations (engagement/interaction with feedback and uptake of 

feedback), and 

• students’ self reported responses 
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Survey questions and focus group questions (the groups for which were based on the 

number of feedback opportunities taken up by students) were designed to measure confidence, 

perception of feedback quality, and the impact of the feedback conversations. Critical to this process 

was a clear delineation between the standard feedback delivered during the first eight-week English 

Literature study and the modified feedback delivered during the second eight-week period, which 

was based on the use of feedback conversations to improve student confidence and receptivity to 

feedback (see Table 3). 

Table 3  

Comparison of feedback given pre- and post-intervention 

Pre-intervention feedback Post-intervention feedback 

• Early formative feedback on analytical 

paragraph writing  

• Later formative feedback on a practice 

essay before the essay exam  

• Feedback consists of: 

* Check lists (structure/ style/ content) 

on a sliding scale (needs attention/ 

developing/ working well) 

* Global feedback comment on general 

areas for improvement at the end of 

individual student paragraph/essay 

* Whole-class feedback on general 

trends in the work 

 

• Early formative feedback on analytical paragraph 

writing 

• Later formative feedback on a practice essay 

before the essay exam 

• Feedback consists of: 

Feedback conversation 1: 

1. Student provides teacher with a sample of work for 

feedback  

2. Teacher provides written comment on two specific 

areas for focus 

3. Student responds with question/s for clarification 

or affirms understanding  

4. Teacher clarifies where needed 
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5. Student edits the original work and then annotates 

where and how the feedback has been 

implemented 

Feedback conversation 2: 

6. As above for a second sample of work 

Feedback conversation 3: 

7. Students write a practice essay and annotate it to 

show where they have utilised the feedback from 

the two previous conversations 

8. One final short conversation between teacher and 

student for essay clarification before the exam 

 

The collected data from student surveys, feedback conversations, and observations of 

student engagement with feedback contributed to a picture on student resilience and receptivity to 

feedback. This data also highlighted the confidence of students in relation to their work. Surveys 

were administered to all 36 students at the start of the unit, after formative feedback was given, 

immediately before students sat the graded assessment, and then prior to the return of grades. 

Focus group discussion data were also collected from 18 of the 36 students who comprised focus 

groups of 4–5 students each.  

The impact of the COVID-19 global pandemic cannot be underestimated. Original plans for 

the scope and scale of this study needed to be greatly reduced due to the overwhelming nature of 

the academic and emotional impact being experienced by students. Student annotations on written 

work replaced two-minute screencasts on application of feedback, written feedback was used in 

favour of audio feedback, the number of writing samples given feedback was reduced and peer 

feedback was abandoned altogether.  
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Data Analysis 

The results were collated in response to each of the three research questions.  

Research Question 1: What type of student engagement with the feedback process leads to 

receptive uptake of feedback? 

Prior to the Intervention of feedback conversations  

Students were surveyed about feedback from teachers on both formative and drafting tasks. 

They were asked questions relating to the type of feedback they felt was most useful and their 

attitudes towards feedback. Findings of note during the baseline period: 

• 35 of the 36 students surveyed agreed/strongly agreed they want specific 

feedback that points to certain parts of their work 

• 34 of the 36 students surveyed agreed/strongly agreed they try to apply all the 

feedback they are given 

• 34 of the 36 students surveyed agreed/strongly agreed they like getting feedback 

from their teachers 

• 33 of the 36 students surveyed agreed/strongly agreed they like feedback in 

written form 

• 28 of the 36 students surveyed agreed/strongly agreed that face-to-face feedback 

is useful, and 

• 26 of the 36 students surveyed agreed/strongly agreed they ask questions if they 

don’t understand the feedback given. 

When asked general questions such as, “What feedback do you think is most/least helpful to 

you?” students gave a variety of comments relating to individual, specifically targeted written 

feedback. In addition, numerous students also made direct comments about the manner in which 

feedback is delivered (see Tables 4 and 5).  

 

 



 

13 
 

Table 4 

Examples of Student Comments on Individual, Specifically Targeted Feedback 

“I like personalised feedback that is related to specific criteria points.” 

“The list feedback that we got was kind of hard to apply as some of the dot points were quite broad 

and I didn’t really know what that meant for my writing.” 

“Individualised written feedback is the most helpful to me since I can gauge if I am on track with my 

learning.” 

“Group feedback and general feedback are not helpful because I don’t know what applies to me and 

I worry that I’ll miss things in my own work which could apply to me but I don’t think applies to me.” 

 

Table 5 

Examples of Student Comments on Honest, Unvarnished Feedback 

“How I can enhance my writing like instead of saying what I did wrong and what I should’ve said 

for that particular question but maybe a broader idea of how to fix it for future questions.” 

“Brutal, unforgiving, detailed.” 

“I think being specific and saying where I could improve.” 

“Harsh, to the point, detailed feedback and not only what I did wrong but how I can correct or 

improve.” 

 

Post-intervention  

After the feedback conversations, students continued to comment on preferring the same 

type of feedback, but this time were able to acknowledge the impact of the conversation feedback 

model. For example, in relation to their uptake of feedback, some observations are noted in Table 6. 
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Table 6 

Examples of Student Comments on their Uptake of Feedback 

“I think I responded well because in my second practice task I didn’t receive the same major issue 

as before.” 

“I definitely tried to implement it but I didn’t send my teacher the new paragraphs I wrote after 

the initial feedback. In hindsight I should have.” 

“I rewrote practice paragraphs responding to the feedback.” 

“I think that at first I didn’t really understand the feedback and as a consequence I paid little 

attention to it, but when we had to do the conversation feedback I feel it really helped.” 

“I tried to take on the feedback and apply it to the next paragraph I wrote.” 

“I responded through rewriting one of the practice paragraphs, fixing it up according to the 

written feedback although I could have done more by getting feedback on my improved version.” 

“I think I responded well to the feedback and tried to apply it to the next practice, but I could have 

benefitted perhaps from redoing the previous practice task.” 

 

With the offering of feedback conversations rather than one-way written feedback, there 

were five students who chose to fully embrace this option. However, a further seven students chose 

to apply the feedback to future tasks, thus engaging in some form of conversational feedback. 

Therefore, twelve students in total actively engaged with the feedback they were given. Twenty 

students sought feedback but showed no sign of self-reflection by applying it and four students 

chose not to seek any formative feedback at all.  

To place this study in the context of the global pandemic, the number of practice tasks and 

drafting tasks submitted by students for formative feedback was tallied (see Figure 1) for this Year 

11 Literature cohort for the entire 2020 Australian school year (rather than just the second semester 

when the study took place).  
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Figure 1 

Formative/Practice Tasks Completed by Students 

 

In Term 2, there was a significant dip in the number of tasks undertaken by students, which 

directly corresponded with the COVID-19 related lockdown in Queensland. The number of tasks 

completed, and by extension student engagement, did not recover from this point.  

Those students who did choose to engage in feedback conversations did so differently, 

depending on their own feedback needs. Samples are displayed in Figures 2, 3 and 4.  
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Figure 2 

Feedback Conversation through Clarification 

 

 

Figure 3 

Feedback Conversation through Annotations of the Second Attempt on a Task 

 

 



 

17 
 

Figure 4 

Feedback Conversation through Annotation on a Subsequent Task 

 

 

 

Those students who chose not to participate in the conversational feedback model generally 

cited the inhibiting factor as being their perception of the time it would take (see Table 7).  

Table 7 

Student Comments Related to Perception of Time 

“I started a few of the practices but I didn’t have time to finish them. I did want to do them.” 

“I get frustrated when you’re rushing a quick paragraph – this is homework and I have to whip out 

a quick paragraph and you know its not your best work and your teacher points out things you 

already know.” 

“I thought about rewriting what I had already done but didn’t.” 

 

However, during these same discussions, students who had elected to participate in the 

conversations in some way made other observations about time or about the value in participating 

in the coversations (see Table 8). 
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Table 8 

Student Comments Related to the Value of the Feedback Conversations 

“The table where you insert your paragraph, you give us feedback and then we reinsert after 

we’ve applied it was so helpful.” 

“I don’t understand how but having to go through and highlight was really, really helpful because I 

couldn’t just go ‘yeah, I’ve analysed’. I had to go ‘here is where I have and why I’ve done it’.” 

“The feedback was there, the paragraph was there, it wasn’t that much effort. So I found it less 

time consuming because I didn’t have to interpret all new information for a whole new paragraph. 

All I had to go was go back and change a few sentences or add a new idea or put extra evidence in 

rather than rewriting a whole new topic sentence.” 

“I applied time to it because it felt useful and like it felt like it was working for me. A lot of the time 

teachers set homework and its 7pm at night and its like ‘write this paragraph’ and I’m like ‘why?’. I 

don’t have half an hour to spend time on a paragraph that isn’t going to go anywhere. But 

spending the time on it and being able to see how it did improve my writing, and how I made 

progress with it, and it didn’t take that much time – that was really good. I would do it again. Like, 

I would do it for all my subjects.” 

 

Research Question 2: What type of student engagement with the feedback process improves 

student confidence? 

Prior to the Conversation Feedback Intervention  

Before the conversation feedback intervention, students were asked questions relating to 

their perceptions about how the feedback influenced their confidence levels. Of note: 

• 29 of the 36 students surveyed noted that feedback helped increase their 

confidence in their own learning, and  

• 24 of the 35 students surveyed noted that feedback helped them to feel 

confident they were doing the “right thing”. 
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Examples of student comments in response to general questions such as “How did the feedback 

make you feel?” can be seen in Table 9. 

Table 9 

Student Comments Related to How the Pre-Intervention Feedbac Made them Feel 

“It made me feel reassured that I know where I needed to improve and where I was going well.” 

“The feedback made me feel confident that there are things that I am doing well with as well as 

things that I need to work on.” 

“The feedback was detailed with enough positive reinforcement to not make me feel sad.” 

“The feedback made me feel disheartened if I have tried to apply something and yet that is what I 

am told I did badly in. The feedback can also make me feel really excited if I only make one or two 

mistakes and the teacher compliments me on the rest of my work.” 

 

After receiving feedback in the “usual” way in Term 3, students were asked to describe their 

confidence levels before the summative exam (see Figure 5).  

Figure 5 

Confidence Levels Prior to the Term 3 Exam 

 

When asked what would help to improve their confidence for future exams, students gave 

general responses with little specific direction (see Table 10). 

 

Confident (11/36) Nervous (11/36) Concerned (14/36)
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Table 10 

Student Comments Prior to Feedback Conversations on What Would Help Improve Confidence  

“I wish I knew.” 

“Doing lots of practice paragraphs.” 

“LOTS OF PRACTISE :)” 

“More individual feedback.” 

 

Post-intervention 

When students were asked about their confidence levels after the feedback conversation 

intervention, students were able to make more specific responses (see Table 11). 

Table 11 

Student Comments on Confidence Following the Feedback Conversations 

“The feedback made me feel more confident in my abilities to improve my own writing.” 

“It has made me understand an example of what I have done wrong and how I can fix it.” 

“It helped a lot! In fact I think talking one on one is really good.” 

“I understood what I needed to improve and why as well as how to improve.” 

“I really liked the feedback on a paragraph each week as it made me feel like I was continuously 

improving. I also found that being able to submit a second version of a paragraph after applying 

the first round of feedback was very helpful.” 

 

Self-reported perceived student confidence levels going into the Term 4 (post-intervention) 

exam also improved (see Figure 6).  
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Figure 6 

Confidence Levels Prior to the Term 4 exam 

 

The change in confidence in relation to exam participation and possible performance from pre- to 

post-intervention are compared in Figure 7. 

Figure 7 

Comparison of Confidence Levels Pre- and Post-Intervention 

 

 

During the focus group discussions post-intervention, students were able to directly 

articulate why their confidence had increased going into the exam (see Table 12). 
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Table 12 

Student comments offering reasons for increased confidence 

“I would rather make mistakes in my practice task and be told I made mistakes there than in the 

exam and be like ‘oh I could have fixed it’.”  

“I would rather stuff it up beforehand than walk into the exam and mess it up.” 

“I know for me for the second practice I did I didn’t get the same feedback, so I have fixed the 

issue.” 

 

Research Question 3: Can feedback conversations encourage students to use feedback to improve 

their writing? 

Teacher observation indicated that the quality of student work did improve for the students 

who engaged in feedback conversations, but over the course of one term it was not enough to 

significantly transfer to exam writing.  

The mean grade awarded (out of 25) for students before and after the feedback 

conversation intervention increased most for students who engaged in feedback conversations, 

increased a lesser amount for students who sought feedback but did not appear to apply it, and the 

grades for students who did not seek feedback through a feedback conversation actually decreased 

slightly (see Figure 8). 
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Figure 8 

Mean Grade Awarded Pre- and Post-Intervention 

 

 

Discussion of Results 

Overall, students who engaged in feedback conversations increased their engagement with, 

and general receptivity to, feedback. These students also self-reported an increase in confidence 

prior to their summative exam. Following this exam, an increase in the mean grade awarded to 

students who engaged in feedback conversations was also recorded. The following discussion of 

results is organised in response to each of the research questions.  

 

Question 1: What type of student engagement with the feedback process leads to receptive 

uptake of feedback? 

It appears that even before the conversational feedback intervention, students were able to 

clearly identify and articulate what feedback they like and appreciate. Students identifying both the 

need for conversations (Funk & van Diggelen, 2017; Irons, 2008) and to have things written down 

(Funk & van Diggelen, 2017), along with the desire for specificity (Funk & van Diggelen, 2017; Grover 
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Tuttle, 2013, Irons, 2008) matches clearly with the findings in the literature related to this. However, 

despite knowing what type of feedback they appreciate, surprisingly only a third of students chose 

to participate in the conversation feedback model in some way, with only 5 of the 36 students 

completely embracing it.  

Tracking the number of feedback opportunities undertaken by students over the course of 

the entire year suggests that the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic impacted their willingness to take 

up new feedback opportunities. Student perception (and overestimation) of the time it would take 

to engage in the conversations could also have been impacted by the pandemic. This suggests a 

general sense of students feeling overwhelmed and overloaded by circumstances outside their 

control, which could have impacted their resilience in the face of potentially negative feedback—

hence the reluctance of two-thirds to engage with feedback conversations. 

Interestingly, those students who did choose to engage with the feedback conversations 

were also those who did not experience a significant decrease in the number of pieces of work 

submitted for feedback at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic related lockdown. This may indicate 

that these are already resilient students with a growth mindset who, at a time of great emotional 

strain, did not appear to be overwhelmed nor impacted in the same way as the majority of students. 

The reasons for these students maintaining their level of effort certainly warrants further 

investigation. 

Students who successfully engaged with the conversation feedback model reported its 

benefits. Those who moved past the perception of conversations taking too much time ended up 

acknowledging that it took less time than the usual feedback model. They also reported that it was 

more beneficial to their understanding of the feedback and their application of it to their writing. In 

fact, the student comment, “I would do it for all my subjects”, summarises the positive impact of this 

conversation approach and suggests these students were either developing a growth mindset or 

perhaps already had one. 
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When looking at the student rewrites and annotations of their work—their self-reflection as 

part of the ongoing conversations—the uptake of the feedback is clear. By encouraging students to 

identify exactly where they had applied the feedback they had been given, students were 

encouraged to rewrite their work, identify why it needed to be written, and how to achieve 

improvement. Not only were these students being resilient in the face of some constructive 

feedback, but they were also learning from it to improve their writing, hence the skill development 

as described in the literature (Herreron & Boniwell, 2011; McGrath, 2007; Noble, 2007). Students, 

too, noticed the impact, stating that: “being able to see how it did improve my writing and how I 

made progress with it … was really good”.  

Even though the number of students involved in this part of the study is not statistically 

significant, there is certainly evidence to suggest that conversation feedback improved their 

receptivity to and uptake of feedback. Thus, their resilience, or their “flexibility” and “ability to 

bounce back” (Tugade, Fredrickson, & Barrett, 2004, p. 1169) from feedback, improved using 

conversations as a means of clarification and self-reflection. 

 

Research Question 2: What Type of Student Engagement With the Feedback Process Improves 

Student Confidence? 

Students reported, even prior to the conversation feedback intervention, that feedback 

helped to improve their confidence, supporting the findings of the broader literature (Irons, 2008). 

This was borne out by the results of this action research project, which found that the self-reported 

confidence levels of students from pre- to post-intervention showed improvement. There was a 

general upward shift in the confidence of the overall group of students. The number of students 

feeling “confident” pre-exam rose from 11 to 15 while those feeling “nervous but prepared” rose 

from 11 to 14.  

What is also significant about this is the decrease in the number of students who reported 

feeling “concerned” before the exam from 14 to 7. Students who remained in the “concerned” 
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group tended to mainly be those who had not sought any feedback or who had shown no apparent 

application of the feedback. Interestingly, all of these were also the students who fell into the group 

that decreased their participation in seeking feedback at the start of the COVID-19 lockdown, 

suggesting a possible correlation. 

Student desire to learn through the feedback process and thus avoid exam errors appear to 

be a significant motivating factor in engagement with feedback conversations: “I would rather stuff it 

up beforehand than walk into the exam and mess it up”. This in turn appears to contribute to their 

confidence. Indeed, as one student noted “for the second practice I did I didn’t get the same 

feedback so I have fixed the issue”. This same student reported that she was “looking forward to 

feedback to see how I am progressing”, which suggests that resilience in the face of feedback and 

confidence can be linked. She also reported feeling confident and “better about this exam than last 

term”. This suggests that the use of feedback conversations facilitated both a growth-mindset 

(Dweck, 2006) and a willingness to utilise the trusted relationship with her teacher (Fuller, 2020), 

and so helped build her confidence. 

Thus, there is evidence to suggest that confidence improved for those students who 

engaged in the feedback conversations. While confidence also improved for some students who 

sought feedback but did not engage in conversation—possibly because this was the second essay 

task in a row and so natural skill development had occurred—it does suggest that feedback 

conversations had an impact on confidence in their writing and exam preparation.  

 

Research Question 3: Can Feedback Conversations Encourage Students to Use Feedback to 

Improve Their Writing? 

The mean grade awarded for students increased for two groups from pre- to post-

intervention. These groups—those who sought feedback and then engaged in feedback 

conversations and those who sought feedback but then showed no sign of applying it—both ended 

Term 3 (pre-intervention) with the same mean grade awarded. Both groups saw their mean result 
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improve in Term 4, but the conversation feedback group had a greater increase in their mean result. 

The general improvement in results here could be indicative of a natural improvement in essay 

writing skills over the course of the two units of work. It is logical to assume that it could also be 

indicative of an increase in student motivation in the second unit of work as this is the first of the 

Internal Assessment items that contributes to the senior ATAR Score (a ranking score awarded to 

students at the end of their Australian schooling which is used when applying to enter university). 

However, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on student uptake of feedback opportunities does 

suggest that perhaps motivation was not as high as would normally have been expected.  

These variables aside, the greater increase in mean grade awarded for students who chose 

to engage in the feedback conversations suggests the intervention had a positive impact on student 

writing. While teacher observation on the formative tasks in preparation for the exam suggests that 

there was an improvement in the quality of their essay writing skills, eight weeks of the conversation 

feedback model may not have been enough to see significant improvement in the final work under 

exam conditions. However, the group of students who did not seek any feedback saw their mean 

grade decrease slightly post-intervention, suggesting that any form of feedback—whether explicitly 

clarified, applied, and reflected upon or not—is better than nothing at all.  

Conclusions 

This action research suggests that feedback conversations were impactful for many 

students. This is especially significant given that the study was undertaken during 2020 when 

lockdowns occurred and pandemic uncertainty and anxiety was at its height. The evidence related to 

the participants who chose to embrace the feedback conversations, and the confidence and 

resilience that appeared to link to this, shows promising results and should be further explored in a 

larger study. What motivates students to engage in a changed feedback approach is also worthy of 

exploration as this study was unable to ascertain whether such a feedback intervention encouraged 

growth mindset, resilience, and confidence, or whether the students who engaged with it were the 

students who already had these qualities and sought to further develop them.  
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One student, in a letter to her teacher Year 12 Literature teacher at the start of the 2021 

school year said, “please keep giving me feedback the way you did at the end of last year”. This 

student was one who reported feeling “scared but positive” about her final exam post-intervention. 

Despite her grade out of 25 decreasing by three points post-intervention, she noted the benefits of 

the conversation feedback model to her confidence levels and her resilience in the face of the 

feedback. Perhaps then, engaging in feedback conversations with our students helps them to see 

that their academic results are not everything. Such a simple request from this student indicates that 

through the conversation feedback model students were beginning to develop the skills to thrive 

and grow.  
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