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An understanding of the importance of assessment feedback underpinned a 
recent research study which explored ways of promoting student engagement 
with feedback. Our findings indicated that while other factors were important, 
staff- student relationships had a considerable impact on how students 
engaged with and experienced the feedback received.  
 
A current campaign by the British National Union of Students focuses on the 
need to improve assessment feedback on the basis that such feedback is 
“fundamental to learning” (2010 p. 22). This statement, and the overall 
campaign, replicate a growing consensus in the pedagogic literature, that 
good quality assessment and feedback drive learning (see especially the work 
of Sadler (1989, 1998,) Black and Wiliam (1998), James et al (2006) and  
Price et al (2007)). Equally, a preoccupation with the quality of assessment 
and feedback is  reflected in policy documents circulating in the Higher 
Education sector (see for instance Williams and Kane (2008), and NUS 
(2008)), suggesting that satisfactory assessment and feedback are integral to 
a positive student experience. Nonetheless, despite the interest in feedback 
itself, the implications of staff- student relationships in the delivery of feedback 
and learning tends to be implicit and unexplored within the literature.  
 
In pedagogic analyses the implicit recognition of the significance of social 
relationships is exemplified by the work of Wenger (1998). In his influential 
studies he stresses the importance of belonging to communities of practice as 
crucial to learning, however the substance of the social relationships which 
operate within these communities is relatively unexplored. As Contu and 
Wilmott (2003) argue, notions of power relations are underdeveloped, while 
Mayes and Crossan (2007) make a similar point in relation to Wenger’s 
treatment of the individual in learning communities.  
 
There is now an emergent interest in staff -student relationships within 
learning communities. For instance, Crossman highlights the importance of 
staff -student relationships in influencing student perceptions of assessment, 
and argues that feedback provides a much valued opportunity for staff to 
personalise the relationship (2004, 2007). Additionally studies such as those 
of Higgins et al (2001, 2002) and Steinberg (2008) stress the emotional 
dimension of feedback relationships for both students and staff. However, 
whilst demonstrating the significance of relationships and emotions to 
participants, and providing feedback as a focus for exploring staff- student 
relationships, the previous studies do not take the analysis much further. The 
work of Mayes and Crossan, though,  provides an approach more relevant to 
our analysis. 



 
Drawing on the work of Wenger, Mayes and Crossan suggest the need to 
consider the link between social relationships and learning identities. In a 
study of learning relationships in the FE sector they argued that an individual’s 
learning identity (one of Wenger’s components of learning) is constructed 
through the personal one to one relationships which operate within a learning 
community. Student tutor relationships are crucial to the construction of this 
identity, they suggest.  
 
We took this understanding of the connection between relationships and 
identity as a basis for the further investigation of our findings. Specifically, we 
asked what learning identities are constructed by students through the staff- 
student relationships operating within feedback? Using discourse analysis  
(Potter and Wetherell, 1987) to consider this question, we explored the 
interpretative repertoires deployed by students when talking about their 
experiences with staff and feedback. Focussing on a series of semi structured 
interviews conducted as part of our feedback study, the “discursive 
formations” used by students were identified. We found that these formations 
coalesced around notions of positive feedback value, reflecting the broader 
pedagogic and policy discourse,  juxtaposed with a discourse of failure: failed 
institutional practices, failed staff- student relationships, and failings in 
independent learning that produced negative learner identities.  
 
The presentation of this paper will provide an opportunity to report on these 
findings, and to debate the substance and implications of staff- student 
relations at a theoretical and practical level. We explore the paradox that while 
relationships are seen as important to feedback engagement, learner 
identities constructed through staff –student feedback relationships appear to 
have the tendency to be negative. Further, we suggest that the current 
discourse of positive feedback value has the potential to accentuate negative 
constructions of the student experience of higher education and of the 
evolving identities of students. 
 
[700]  
References 
 
Black, P., and Wiliam, D., 1998. Inside the Black Box: Raising Standards Through 
Class Room Assessment.  London, Kings College London School of Education. 
Available from:-http://www.kcl.ac.uk/depsta/education/publications/blackbox.html 
[Accessed 4 May 2005]. 
Contu and Wilmott, 2003, Re-embedding Situatedness: The Importance of 
Power Relations in Learning Theory, Organization Science, 14 (3), pp. 283-
296. 
Crossman, J., 2004,  Factors influencing the assessment perceptions of 
training teachers, International Education Journal, 5(4), pp. 582-590.  
Crossman, J., 2007, The role of relationships and emotions in student 
perceptions of learning and assessment, Higher Education Research and 
Development, 26 (3), pp. 313-327. 



Higgins, R., Hartley, P., and Skelton, A., 2001, Getting the message across: 
the problem of communicating assessment feedback, Teaching in Higher 
Education, 6(2), pp. 269-274.  
Higgins, R., Hartley, P., and Skelton, A., 2002, The Conscientious Consumer: 
reconsidering the role of assessment feedback in student learning, Studies in 
Higher Education, 27(1), pp. 53-64. 
James, M., Black, P., McCormick, R., Peddar, D., Wiliam, D., 2006, Learning 
How to Learn, in Classrooms, Schools, and Networks: aims, design and 
analysis, Research Papers in Education, Vol 21 (2) pp. 101-118 
Mayes, J., and Crossan B., 2007, Learning relationships in community- based 
further education, Pedagogy, Culture and Society 15(3), pp. 291-301.  
National Union of Students (2008) Student Experience Report, London. 
Available from: 
http://www.nus.org.uk/PageFiles/350/NUS_StudentExperienceReport.pdf 
[Accessed 20 July 2010] 
Potter, J., and  Wetherell, M., 1987, Discourse and social psychology: Beyond 
attitudes and behaviour, London: Sage. 
Sadler, D.R.,  1989 Formative assessment and the design of instructional systems, 
Instructional Science, 18, pp. 119-144. 
Sadler, D.R., 1998. Formative Assessment: Revisiting the Territory. Assessment in 
Education: Principles, Policy and Practice,  5 (1), pp 77-85. 
Steinberg, C., 2008, Assessment as an “emotional practice”, English 
Teaching: Practice and Critique 7(3), pp. 42-64. 
Price, M., O’Donovan, B., Rust, C., 2007, Putting a social- constructivist 
assessment process model into practice: building the feedback loop in the 
assessment process through peer review, Innovations in Education and 
Teaching International, Vol 44 (2) pp. 143-152. 
Wenger, E., 1998, Communities of Practice: learning, meaning and identity,  
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Williams, J. and Kane, D., 2008, Exploring the NSS: assessment and feedback 
issues. York: Higher Education Academy. 



 


