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Teachers’ understandings of feedback probably influence the type and quality of feedback that they
provide. The beliefs of 518 New Zealand practicing teachers about feedback were evaluated with the
Teachers’ Conceptions of Feedback (TCoF) inventory and related to practices these teachers considered to
be feedback. Nine feedback factors and four practices factors were found and models were statistically
invariant between primary and secondary teachers. New Zealand teachers’ understandings of feedback
were strongly focused on improving learning instead of enhancing student well-being. Similar factors are
expected in other contexts, though agreement rates should reflect local policy priorities and cultural
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1. Introduction

Many international experts consider feedback to be an impor-
tant element of Assessment for Learning (Black, Harrison, Lee,
Marshall, & Wiliam, 2003; Clarke, 2003; Hattie, 2009; Sadler,
1989, 1998), with Hattie and Timperley (2007, p. 102) calling it
“among the most critical influences on student learning”. It can
increase learner satisfaction and persistence (Kluger & DeNisi,
1996), and contribute to students adopting more productive
learning strategies (Vollmeyer & Rheinberg, 2005). However, what
counts as ‘good feedback’ is contested (Shute, 2008), with feedback
considered the element of formative assessment “most laden with
a legacy of bad practice and misguided views” (Clarke, 2003, p. 3).
Feedback, when provided inappropriately, can lead to negative
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effects. Kluger and DeNisi (1996) found that feedback actually
decreased student performance in a third of the studies analysed.

Nevertheless, feedback continues to be endorsed worldwide as
a powerful strategy for teachers of all subjects and grade levels
(Leahy, Lyon, Thompson, & Wiliam, 2005). This attitude towards
feedback is consistent with the Assessment for Learning (AfL)
strategy which focuses assessment away from end-of-course (i.e.,
summative) testing or examinations to in-course (i.e., formative)
improvement-oriented interactions between learners and instruc-
tors (Black & Wiliam, 1998). AfL policy reforms often aim to increase
student evaluation of their own progress using rubrics, targets, and
pedagogical interactions with their teachers, with the overall goal
of developing self-regulating learners (Leahy et al., 2005).

Despite the power that teachers commonly exercise over the
delivery of feedback, there has been little research to date investi-
gating teachers’ conceptions of feedback, with most work exam-
ining their enacted practices (e.g., Torrance & Pryor, 1998; Tunstall &
Gipps,1996). Conceptions consist of beliefs, attitudes, and intentions
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that people have (Brown, 2008; Thompson, 1992) and are significant
contributors to behaviour (Ajzen, 2005). The beliefs teachers have
about educational processes matter since they have been demon-
strated to contribute meaningfully to the actions that teachers take
(Pajares, 1992; Rubie-Davies, Flint, & McDonald, 2011 ; Woolfolk Hoy,
Davis, & Pape, 2006). Hence, in jurisdictions that rely heavily on an
Assessment for Learning approach to educational assessment (e.g.,
New Zealand), the beliefs that teachers have about the nature and
purpose of feedback will likely affect the quality of AfL imple-
mentation. Studying understandings and practices of feedback in
contexts that already promote AfL may shed light on how AfL might
be enacted in international settings considering the adoption of this
assessment strategy. This paper contributes to the field by
presenting data from a national survey study of New Zealand
teachers’ espoused conceptions of feedback. These conceptions
were then mapped to practices teachers perceive as part of feedback
to students.
(

2. Understanding feedback : , . )

In their review of international literature, Hattie and Timperley
(2007, p. 81) defined feedback as “information provided by an agent
(e.g., teacher, peer, book, parent, self, experience) regarding aspects
of one’s performance or understanding,” highlighting that feedback
legitimately comes from non-teacher sources. When examining
research about feedback, opinion varies about who should provide
feedback, how and when it is best delivered, what the content of
feedback should be, and why it should be provided. As these
debates have been reviewed extensively by others (Butler & Winne,
1995; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Shute,
2008), this section will briefly review the main ideas relevant to
feedback in compulsory schooling and examine research available
on teacher understandings of feedback.

2.1. Who should provide feedback?

Traditionally, teachers have been responsible for giving feed-
back. However, during the last two decades, with the international
rise of student-centred pedagogy and Assessment for Learning
policies, there is increasing agreement that students are legitimate
sources of feedback (Andrade, 2010; Black et al., 2003; Strijbos &
Sluijsmans, 2010). Peer- and self-assessment practices encourage
students to identify learning objectives and understand the criteria
used to judge their work, with the goal of increasing self-regulation
(Andrade, 2010). Using students as a source of feedback can
potentially mitigate teacher feedback problems related to timeli-
ness and frequency (Andrade, 2010) and perceived psychological
risks for students (van Gennip, Segers, & Tillema, 2010). While
teacher feedback is conventionally regarded as more accurate,
Topping (2010) has suggested that peer and student feedback is no
less reliable and valid than teacher feedback. However, students
still require training in these practices (Andrade, 2010; Brown &
Harris, in press; Gielen, Peeters, Dochy, Onghena, & Struyven,
2010) and the nature of this training will be influenced, in part,
by the classroom teacher’s understandings of feedback.

The validity and effectiveness of feedback from peers and the
self is dependent on interpersonal relationships and psychological
issues related to self-disclosure and trust (Cowie, 2009; Peterson &
Irving, 2008; van Gennip et al., 2010), requiring students to take on
the complex role of assessor (Topping, 2010). Research has indi-
cated that some students and teachers question the validity and
reliability of the feedback received through these practices (e.g.,
Harris & Brown, 2010; Harris, Harnett, & Brown, 2009; Peterson &
Irving, 2008; Ross, 2006), with studies showing that, especially
among younger students, peer feedback cannot be expected to be

as accurate as expert feedback (Gielen et al., 2010). van Gennip et al.
(2010) found that while student trust in feedback from peers grew
after partaking in peer assessment, it was much more difficult to get
students to gain confidence in their own skills as feedback
providers, despite feeling psychologically safer than when receiving
teacher feedback. Hence, part of the challenge of implementing
such practices is convincing students and other stakeholders that
pupils can be effective assessors of their own work.

2.2. How and when is feedback best delivered?

How and when feedback is delivered (e.g., written, spoken,
grades or scores) also affects its influence on student learning.
Within an Assessment for Learning framework, verbal teacher
feedback is often privileged; Cowie and Bell (1999) described this
process as “interactive formative assessment,” where teachers
notice, recognise, and respond to student thinking in an unplanned
and spontaneous manner during teacher—student interactions
within the learning process. Nevertheless, some researchers argue
that written comments are preferable to
students can revisit them (Kluger & DeN

Feedback’s timing is an important variable (Hattie & Timperley,
2007; Shute, 2008), with consensus that it is best provided to
learners during, not after, the learning process. Hattie and
Timperley (2007) suggested that the optimal timing of feedback
might vary based on the feedback’s content. While simple error
correction may be most effective if provided immediately, for
feedback relating to processes (e.g., reading fluency) or complex
tasks, delaying the feedback allows students time to attempt the
task without interruption. Shute (2008) identified that while high-
achieving learners may benefit from delayed feedback, low-
achieving learners may need more immediate feedback. Thus,
there is considerable debate within the literature as to how and
when feedback is best delivered. with teachers likelv to have
divergent views.

The issue of grades as feedback is also contentious, with some
arguing they negatively affect student motivation, distracting
learner attention away from more constructive narrative feedback
(e.g., Assessment Reform Group, 2002). The perceived negative
effects of grades have led some to advocate practices, such as
‘comment only marking’, to eliminate this kind of evaluation
entirely (Black et al., 2003). Hattie and Timperley (2007) noted that
stakeholders seldom use grades diagnostically; therefore, the
problem may lie in how grades are used rather than in grades
themselves. Furthermore, regardless of stakeholder opinions,
grading-type feedback is normally required in most education
settings

2.3. What should feedback contain and why should it be given?

Theoretically and empirically based models describe multiple
types of feedback content, each with differing purposes or
outcomes (Askew & Lodge, 2000; Butler & Winne, 1995; Hargreaves,
2005; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Shute, 2008; Tunstall & Gipps,
1996). Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) review of feedback literature
identified four types of feedback, along with factors mediating their
effectiveness: Feedback Task (i.e., whether work was correct or
incorrect), Feedback Process (i.e., comments about the processes or
strategies underpinning the task), Feedback Self-regulation (i.e.,
reminders to students about strategies students can use to improve
their own work), and Feedback Self (i.e., non-specific praise and
comments about effort). Research indicates self-regulation feed-
back leads to greater student engagement, effort, and self-efficacy,
making it the most powerful type (Butler & Winne, 1995; Hattie &
Timperley, 2007). However, task feedback is the type most
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frequently provided to students in classrooms (Black & Wiliam,
1998; Harnett, 2007; Hattie & Timperley, 2007).

The role of praise in feedback is particularly contentious.
Previous research (e.g., Black & Wiliam, 1998; Brophy, 1981; Hattie &
Timperley, 2007; Sadler, 1989; Wiliam, 1999) has found that
teachers predominantly provide feedback in the form of “low-level”
praise or criticism of students’ verbal responses and written work.
Praise alone is rarely effective because it lacks sufficient information
to move students forward in their learning (Cowie, 2005; Hattie &
Timperley, 2007; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Shute, 2008). However,
Black and Wiliam (2009) have argued that praise can enhance
motivation and that judgements (even negative ones) can be
viewed as challenges to overcome. There is also evidence that some
teachers believe praise is instrumental in improving student self-
esteem (Irving, Harris, & Peterson, 2011). Deciding when and how
to use praise is a complex issue for teachers as they attempt to
promote student well-being alongside academic learning.

There are contrasting reasons for providing feedback. Educa-
tionally, feedback aims to enhance student learning, moving
students along a growth pathway, as opposed to protecting their
sense of personal well-being (Boekaerts & Corno, 2005). There is
evidence that some teachers also provide feedback for affective
reasons, hoping to encourage student persistence and effort or to
mediate negative evaluations of student work (Black & Wiliam,
2009; Irving et al., 2011). However, it is doubtful that this
affective-psychological rationale for feedback is effective in
improving students’ learning outcomes because students need
teachers as a source of accurate information about their perfor-
mance (Pajares & Graham, 1998). Furthermore, teachers are often
required by administrators or external stakeholders to provide
certain types of feedback (e.g., grades, norm-referenced reports),
regardless of teachers’ beliefs or even best practice research.

When examining the effects of feedback, several factors
influence its use and mediate its effect on student learning.
Foremost is students’ ability to interpret and use the feedback and
their motivation to do so (Sadler, 2010). Additionally, the type,
content, timing, complexity, and accuracy of the feedback
contribute to its effectiveness. These factors are often under the
control or supervision of the classroom teacher; consequently,
understanding teacher thinking seems critical if AfL reforms are to
be implemented.

2.4. What do teachers believe?

Few studies have explicitly examined teacher beliefs about the
nature and purpose of feedback. Irving et al. (2011) found the New
Zealand teachers in their study described three types of feedback:
spoken or written comments about learning, grades or marks, and
spoken or written comments about behaviour or effort. Teachers
identified four main purposes for these three types of feedback:
improving student learning (e.g., providing information about
weaknesses in student work and how to correct them), reporting
and compliance (e.g., giving grades, hinting to students about their
final results), and encouraging students (e.g., praise, feedback about
effort). The fourth purpose was that feedback, in certain circum-
stances, served no function whatsoever because students did not
act on it, making it irrelevant. Narrative feedback given with a final
grade was most strongly related to irrelevance because the teachers
believed most students ignored such comments.

0’Quin (2009) surveyed 308 middle school teachers in Louisiana
and reported that the endorsement of feedback as a strategy to
enhance student learning predicted the practices teachers
described in their definitions of feedback. This relationship was
much stronger for teachers of alternative as opposed to regular
classrooms (8 = .43; .09 respectively). Interestingly, endorsement

of the notion that feedback was done because it was required did
not have a statistically significant relationship to the kinds of
feedback the Louisiana teachers described in their definitions. This
would indicate that teachers’ beliefs that feedback improves
learning might determine their feedback practices more than
external factors. Clearly, studies with different teacher populations
and in differing policy contexts are required.

3. Methods

To contribute to knowledge about teacher conceptions of feed-
back, this paper reports the results of a large-scale questionnaire
survey of New Zealand teachers’ conceptions of feedback. A non-
experimental survey of a nationally representative sample of
practicing teachers was used to test the validity of a theoretically
devised set of constructs concerning teachers’ conceptions of
feedback. This section will begin by describing New Zealand’s
assessment context and its place in the global Assessment for
Learning movement before providing details about the research
questions and hypotheses, survey instrument, sampling, data
collection, and data analvsis fechniaunes used

3.1. Feedback within a New Zealand context

New Zealand has a relatively unique assessment environment,
likely conducive to strong teacher endorsement of formative
feedback. While Assessment for Learning has been strongly
endorsed by educators in many internationally contexts (e.g., the
United Kingdom with Black et al., 2003), New Zealand is one of very
few that have formally adopted it as a dominant assessment
framework. The New Zealand Ministry of Education (2010, p. 5)
stated, “We have a deliberate focus on the use of professional
teacher judgment underpinned by Assessment for Learning prin-
ciples rather than a narrow testing regime”. The national assess-
ment policy prior to Year 11 (students nominally 15 years old)
emphasises voluntary, school-based assessment for the purposes of
improving instruction and raising achievement relative to the
learning outcomes and objectives specified in the national curric-
ulum (Crooks, 2010). The New Zealand curriculum is child centred,
non-prescriptive, holistic, and integrated, with learning outcomes
and objectives specified across multiple levels.

At the time of this survey, there was no compulsory, state
mandated assessment regime prior to Year 11. Hence, for teachers
within this study, all assessment practices were voluntary and low
stakes, making it possible for teachers to implement a range of
feedback practices without the threats presented by nationally
mandated testing and accountability programs. However, while the
primary sector commonly uses informal assessments and stand-
ardised tests, usually for the purpose of improving instruction and
student learning, secondary school assessment is often focused on
preparing for or implementing the high-stakes student qualifica-
tions system (i.e., the National Certificate of Educational Achieve-
ment) which begins formally in the third year of secondary
schooling when students are about age 15 (Croft, Strafford, & Mapa,
2000; Crooks, 2010; Hill, 2000). Consequently, the influence of
high-stakes testing on feedback practices is likely to become
stronger as students progress through high school, even though it is
not actually implemented until Year 11.

3.2. Research questions and hypotheses

Two research questions guided the development and use of the
Teacher Conceptions of Feedback (TCoF) survey instrument and
subsequent measurement models of teacher definitions and
conceptions of feedback:
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1. What conceptions of feedback do practicing teachers hold and
what practices do they associate with this term?

2. What is the relationship between teachers’ conceptions of
feedback and the practices thev associate with feedback?

Question 1 was answered by finding the factorial structure
which best-represented teacher thinking about feedback concep-
tions and practices. Thus, we first sought to establish whether our
ten conceptions of feedback factors could be found in the teacher
responses. Then, we explored the structure of the practices that
ieachers perceived as feedback to ascertain how these could be
aggregated. Question 2 was answered by examining the regression
paths between the conceptions of feedback factors to the perceived
feedback practices factors in a structural equation model. Since we
expected that Teacher Conceptions of Feedback (TCoF) factors
would have meaningful relationships to the practices teachers
perceived as feedback, we developed five hypotheses about those
relationships. Specifically, 5

H1. Feedback conceptions related to improvement, task, process,
self-regulation, and timeliness would predict teacher formative
feedback practices.

H2. Feedback conceptions related to student sources would
predict non-teacher feedback practices (e.g.. use of peer and
self-feedback).

H3. Feedback conceptions related to encouragement and the self
would predict praise and self-esteem building feedback practices.
H4. Accountability conceptions of feedback would predict
feedback practices designed to inform parents (e.g., reports).
H5. The conception that feedback is irrelevant or useless would
not predict any feedback practices.

3.3. Instruments

3.3.1. Teachers’ conceptions of feedback inventory

Because no self-report survey inventory existed to measure
teacher conceptions of feedback, the Teachers’ Conceptions of Feed-
back (TCoF) questionnaire was devised (Harris & Brown, 2008),
drawing primarily on work by Hattie and Timperley (2007) and Irving
et al. (2011). Items related to ten feedback constructs were drafted.
The first four factors related to Irving, Harris, and Peterson’s four
purposes of feedback (i.e., irrelevance, improvement, reporting and
compliance, and encouragement). The next four factors were related
to Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) four feedback types (i.e., task,
process, self-regulation, and self). The final two factors were related
to questions arising from the feedback literature. Factor 9 related to
the validity of self- and peer feedback, while Factor 10 related to
feedback’s timing. While designed as ‘independent’ factors, inter-
correlations were expected, as some factors were conceptually
similar (e.g., the encouragement purpose and the self-type). These
ten factors are listed below with a sample item provided for each:

Purposes
Irrelevance: Feedback is pointless because students ignore my
comments and directions.
Improvement: Students use the feedback I give them to improve
their work.
Reporting and compliance: At my school, teachers are expected to
give both spoken and written feedback to students.
Encouragement: The point of feedback is to make students feel
good about themselves.

Types
Task: My feedback is specific and tells students what to change
their work.

Process: 1 give students opportunities to respond to my feedback.
Self-regulation: Feedback is about helping students evaluate
their own work.
Self: My feedback includes comments on the effort students put
into their work.

Other
Peer and self-feedback: Students are able to provide accurate and
useful feedback to each other and themselves.
Timeliness of feedback: Students should not have to wait for
feedback.

Respondents used a six-point, positively-packed agreement
rating scale known to generate discrimination in contexts of social
desirability (Brown, 2004). Responses were coded: strongly
disagree = 1, mostly disagree = 2, slightly agree = 3, moderately
agree = 4, mostly agree = 5, and strongly agree = 6.

3.3.2. Practices perceived as feedback checklist

Additionally, teachers were presented with a list of 17 different
feedback practices commonly used in New Zealand schools. The
teachers were asked to respond to the prompt, “When I think of
feedback, I think of the following practices: (tick all that apply)”.
These options are listed in Table 4. This technique is an adaptation
of previous studies with secondary students (Irving, Peterson, &
Brown, 2007, 2008), which indicated that selection patterns could
be identified with cluster analysis and confirmatory factor analysis
demonstrated good quality of fit to the data. This analytic approach
provides an effective way to place feedback practices into concep-
tually meaningful groupings. In this way, insights into the rela-
tionship of purposes to practices that define feedback could be
examined. Exploratory factor analysis of the responses was used to
simplify these into conceptually related groups of practices.

Survey forms were sent out to New Zealand primary and
secondary schools selected to create a representative national
sample considering school size, region, and socio-economic strata.
When forms were returned blank, they were resent to a school with
similar stratification. School principals distributed questionnaires
to volunteer teachers who returned their questionnaires directly to
the research team in postage paid envelopes. In total, 1492 teacher
surveys were delivered to 457 schools.

Over 500 (n = 518) teachers returned valid, completed ques-
tionnaires, constituting a 35% return rate. Of these, 72% were female
(n = 374) and 82% were of New Zealand European ethnicity
(n = 422). These proportions are consistent with the 2004 Teacher
Census (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2005) which had 80%
of respondents identify as European/Pakeha!; 82% of primary and
58% of secondary teachers were female. Just over 3/, had taught for
six or more years with 56% having taught more than 10 years.
Approximately half (52%) described themselves as a teacher with
no additional responsibilities (e.g., department head, dean, director,
manager, or subject specialist). Just over half of the sample worked
in primary schools (n = 276, 53%), 238 (46%) were secondary
teachers, and four were unclassified.

3.5. Analysis

Confirmatory factor analysis was used to recover the 10
constructs from the original TCoF design. Exploratory factor

1 Pakeha is the indigenous Maori word for white people.
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analysis was utilised to identify the dimensionality of the Feedback
Practices instrument and structural equation modelling was used
to evaluate the relationship of TCoF to definitions of feedback. All
cases with >7 missing values for the TCoF were dropped from
analysis and missing values in the balance of data (average 1.5%
missing per item) were imputed using the expectation max-

imisation procedure (Dempster, Laird, & Rubin, 1577). >0.3

In accordance with convention, items were accepted as
belonging to their intended factor only when their loading was
>.30 and if cross-loadings, as indicated by modification indices,
were low (Bandalos & Finney, 2010). Maximum likelihood confir-
matory factor analysis of the variance—covariance Pearson corre-
lation matrices, using AMOS software (Arbuckle, 2008), was used
throughout to test and trim the measurement and structural
models. In line with suggested practice (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002;
Fan & Sivo, 2007; Marsh, Hau, & Wen, 2004), models with statis-
tically non-significant x* per df, GAMMA hat > .90, root mean
square errors of approximation (RMSEA) < .08, and standardised
root mean residuals (SRMR) close to .06 were considered suffi-
ciently close to the data to not be rejected. The greatest lower
bound (glb) scale reliabilities were estimated using TiaPlus
(Heuvelmans, 2010); the glb provides a more accurate estimate of
the lower bound of internal reliability than Cronbach’s alpha
(Sijtsma, 2009). Nonetheless, since the various scales are inter-
correlated, a superior method for determining the sufficiency of
the scales is the much stricter model testing involved in estab-
lishing that confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation
models fit the data (Bryant & Yarnold, 1995).

Structural equation modelling was used to test the hypotheses
about how feedback conceptions related to feedback practice
definitions. In addition, nested, multi-group invariance testing
(Byrne, 1989) was utilised to determine whether the various
models were equivalent according to the level of employment.
Equivalence of responding requires identical pathway configura-
tions (i.e, RMSEA < .05), equivalent factor to item regression
weights and intercepts, equivalent 2nd-order factor to 1st-order
factor regression weights and intercepts, and equivalent covari-
ances between the 2nd-order factors. Differences in the CFI of more
than .01, as each parameter is constrained to be equivalent across
groups, indicate that the contrasting groups responded differently
to an instrument (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002; Vandenberg & Lance,
2000).

The effect of structural relationships is determined by selecting
statistically significant predictors and by examining the amount of
variance explained by those predictors. Interpretation of the vari-
ance explained by regression paths (f2) is guided by Cohen (1992).

4. Results
TCoF

4.1. The structure of teacher responses to the TCoF inventory

Since the questionnaire was designed to have ten factors, first,
we tested whether the ten factors existed as proposed using
a hierarchical model in which a 2nd-order general TCoF factor
predicted the 10 feedback factors. After removing items with strong
modification indices and merging the Encouragement and Self
constructs (now named Encouragement), an acceptably fitting
measurement model of nine factors predicted by a general TCOF
factor was found (k = 38 x* = 1626.22; df = 656; x2/df = 2.48,
p = 12; CFl = .81; gamma hat = .91; RMSEA = .053, 90%
CI = .050—.057; SRMR = .062) (Table 1).

The process used to create this well-fitting model of teacher
conceptions of feedback resulted in some simplification of the
complexity in the intended factors. For example, the Irrelevance
factor focused on students ignoring teacher feedback and excluded

Table 1
Teachers’ conceptions of feedback factors and items.

Factors and items Loading

I Conception — irrelevance (students ignore)

21. Feedback is pointless because students ignore my comments .66
and directions

2. Students rarely make changes in their work in response to my .63

feedback

42. 1 seldom give written feedback because students throw it 39
away

52. Time spent giving feedback is wasted effort 34

II Conception — improvement (student use)

2. Students use the feedback I give them to improve their work .62

12.1 can see progress in student work after I give feedback to .67
students

33. Students use comments I give them to revise their work .62

53. Giving students feedback is important because it helps them 42
learn

Il Conception — accountability (expected)

13. Parents can tell how well their child is learning from my .56
feedback

34. At my school, teachers are expected to give both spoken 42
and written feedback to students

62. Feedback practices at my school are monitored by school .39
leaders

IV Conception — encouragement + self-type (praise)

49, Feedback should be full of encouraging and positive 72
comments

58. Teachers should always include praise in their feedback .62
about student work

35. The goal in giving feedback is to protect and enhance the .54
student’s self-esteem

45. Good feedback praises students .54

66. My feedback includes comments on the effort students .54
put into their work

24. The point of feedback is to make students feel good about 43
themselves

V Task type (task)

55. My feedback helps students decide what to include and/or 73
exclude in their work

36. My feedback is specific and tells students what to change .58
their work

15. My comments help students create the kind of work .51
I expect from them

VI Process type (process)

68. I organise time in class for students to revise, evaluate, and .64
give themselves feedback about their own individual work

56. In feedback, I describe student work to stimulate discussion .61
about how it could improve

47. 1 give students opportunities to respond to my feedback .59

64. Feedback is a two-way process between my students .54
and me

VII Self-regulation type (SR)

38. My feedback reminds each student to self-assess his or .62
her own work

57. My students generate ideas about improving their learning .61
independent of me

17. Feedback is about helping students evaluate their own work .58

69. My students analyse their own work with little direction 45
from me

7.1 encourage students to correct/revise their own work 43
without my prompting

VIII Peer & self (PASA)

40. Students are able to provide accurate and useful feedback 73
to each other and themselves

50. Students can be critical of their own work and can find .62
their own mistakes

59. Peers are the best source of feedback 43
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Table 1 (continued )

Factors and items Loading
IX Timeliness (prompt)
41. 1 give students feedback immediately after they finish .65
29. Students should not have to wait for feedback .63
10. I aim to deliver feedback to students within two days of .55
receiving their work
67. Quality feedback happens interactively and immediately .55
in the classroom while students are learning
20. Feedback that takes more than a week to get to the student .50
is useless

Note. Item numbers refer to order presented in inventory; loading values are
standardized beta regression weights.

items related to students preferring grades or marks to written
comments. The Improvement factor excluded items related to
teacher intentions or values for feedback, focussing on items
describing students using the feedback they received. Reporting
and Compliance contained statements indicating feedback should
inform parents of student progress, but excluded items about
grading practices per se. The Encouragement factor included
statements suggesting that providing students with praise would
boost self-esteem, but did not include items indicating that
encouragement motivates greater student effort. The Task factor
focused on giving students information about aspects of their work
that could be improved rather than on accuracy or specific error
correction. The Process factor focused on allowing students to
engage actively in responding to feedback. The Self-regulation
factor included items about student autonomy and agency in
evaluating their own work. The Peer and Self-Feedback factor
focused on students actively giving themselves and each other
feedback, not on its accuracy or reliability. The Timeliness factor
included items relating to the importance of prompt response to
student work. The implications of this narrowing of each feedback
factor are discussed later in the paper.

The values of the regression paths from the general conception of
feedback (i.e., the second-order factor) indicate how much each
factor is part of the way teachers think about feedback. Feedback was
most strongly defined by the factors Process (p =.99), Self-regulation
(B = .93), Improvement (f = .92), and Reporting and Compliance
(B =.90). Three constructs were moderately predicted (i.e., Peer and
Self-Feedback B = .75, Task B = .72, and Timeliness = .65).
Encouragement was weakly predicted (§ = .30) and the Irrelevance
construct was negatively predicted ( = —.48). These paths show that
the nine factors formed three general groups in terms of how
strongly they expressed teachers’ thinking about feedback.

An important criterion of factor analysis is that there is evidence
that the factors exist independently of each other; otherwise, there
is no need to have so many factors. Strong inter-correlations
between the factors would indicate that the various conceptions
of feedback do not actually form separate entities in teachers’
thinking. However, the TCoF factor inter-correlations were weak to
moderate (Table 2) with the strongest inter-correlation between
the Process and Self-regulation constructs (r =.67). The Irrelevance
factor was negatively correlated with all other constructs. This level
of inter-correlation suggests that teachers’ thinking about each
factor is relatively independent.

4.1.1. Stability of model by level of teaching

In order to claim that the TCoF elicited similar responses from
both primary and secondary teachers, the statistical parameters of
the model needed to be equivalent for both groups. Separating the
data into two groups caused the residual variances for two factors
(i.e., Process and Reporting & Compliance) to become negative.
These were fixed to .005 because the observed values were less

Table 2
TCoF factor inter-correlations.

TCoF scales Teacher conceptions of feedback
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. Irrelevance (.66)
2. Improvement —42 (71)
3. Reporting & -17 .46 (.48)
compliance
4. Peer & -15 39 33 (82)
self-feedback
5. Task ~22 53 36 22 (64)
6. Process -29 60 47 50 45 (.72)
7. Self-regulation -.18 .58 40 .53 42 .67 (72)
8. Timeliness -06 39 27 35 27 47 43 (.63)

9. Encouragement 08 .13 26 .14 21 24 22 .16 (.74)

Note. glb estimate of scale reliability reported on diagonal; values > .40 marked in
bold.

than one standard error below zero, indicating their true value was
not negative. The RMSEA fit index was .04, indicating that the
configuration of paths was identical for the two groups. Inspection
of the change in x* and CFI for each nested level of equivalence
showed that the TCoF measurement model, described above, was
invariant across level of teaching.

It becomes possible to compare the mean scores for each factor
after establishing the statistical equivalence of responding to the
TCoF items for the two groups of teachers. The mean scores for the
nine factors ranged from less than 2 = mostly disagree’ for Irrel-
evance to almost ‘5 = mostly agree’ for Improvement (Table 3).
There were statistically significant (p < .01) and practically signif-
icant (d > .50) differences in mean score between primary and
secondary teachers with the former endorsing six of the nine
factors much more than the latter. Differences were trivial
(d < |.21]) for Irrelevance, Task, and Encouragement.

4.2. Four types of practices perceived as feedback

After cluster analysis, a four-factor ...
feedback, Teacher Formative feedback, Teacher Protectlve Evalua—
tive feedback, and Parent Reporting) of teachers’ self-reported
feedback practices was tested in a hierarchical measurement
model. This model had good fit characteristics (k = 17; x> = 321.08;
df = 115; y?/df = 2.79, p = .09; CFI = .90; gamma hat = .96;

Table 3
TCoF and feedback practices scale statistics by level.

Scale Total Primary Secondary Mean score differences
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) Fa,512) p Cohen’s d

TCoF

1. Irrelevance 1.77 (.61) 1.71(.57) 1.83(.65) 5.43 .02 -20

2. Improvement
3. Reporting
& compliance

478 (.66) 4.95(.60) 459 (66) 4124 <01 57
4,06 (.88) 4.32(.90) 3.77(.76) 5598 <01 .66

4. Peer & 3.80(.84) 4.10(.78) 3.46(.77) 8518 <.01 .82
self-feedback

5. Task 4.59 (.79) 4.66 (.79) 4.51(.79) 4.46 .04 19
6. Process 442 (.89) 4.68(.83) 4.14(.88) 5204 <01 .63
7. Self-regulation 4.15(.71) 4.32(.69) 3.97 (.68) 34.57 <.01 .51
8. Timeliness 4.06 (91) 4.38(.80) 3.72(.90) 77.58 <.01 .78
9. Encouragement 3.47 (.85) 3.55(.83) 3.37(.86) 5.51 02 .21
Practices

Non-teacher 75(.32) .81(27) .67(35) 2836 <.01 45
Teacher formative .90 (.15) .89 (.15) 2 (.15) 445 .04 -20
Protect & evaluate .51 (.36) .44 (37) .60(.33) 2823 <.01 —-45
Parents 78 (.37) 8 (.36) 8 (.38) .02 90 .00

Note. Cohen'’s d values are positive when primary mean is >secondary mean. Level
information missing for 4 teachers, n = 514.
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RMSEA = .059 [90% CI = .051—.067]; SRMR = .058). Item and scale
details are provided in Table 4.

The Non-teacher group included practices in which students and
family members gave feedback in lieu of the teacher. The Teacher
Formative group consisted of practices associated with in-class
interaction between teachers and students where guidance was
given as to how work could be improved. The Teacher Protective-
Evaluation group embedded praise to the student within feedback
that evaluated student work. The Parent Reporting group involved
the teacher communicating with parents about the student.

As before, a comparison of the statistical features of this model
was carried out between primary and secondary teachers. Inspec-
tion of changes in x? and CFI showed that the model was equivalent
for configuration of paths, regression weights from factors to items,
and covariances between the factors. Therefore, comparison of
mean scores between groups was permissible. A high proportion of
teachers selected each item (i.e., mean selection rates varied from
51 to 90%) (Table 3). Mean score differences by sector were small to
moderate with primary teachers selecting Non-Teacher feedback
practices more often, while secondary teachers included Teacher
Protective-Evaluation practices more frequently in their definitions.

4.3. Relationship of TCoF factors to perceived practices factors

The relationship between the Teacher Conceptions of Feedback
nine-factor hierarchical model and the Teacher Feedback Practices
four-factor hierarchical model were tested in a structural equation
model. Paths were tested in accordance with the five hypotheses
given earlier and statistically non-significant paths were trimmed
from the model (Fig. 1). The resulting trimmed model had good fit
to the data (k = 56; x* = 2886.23; df = 1467; x*/df = 1.97, p = .13;
CFI = .82; gamma hat = .91; RMSEA = .043 [90% CI = .041—-046];
SRMR = .061). Inspection of changes in x? and CFI showed that
the model was equivalent for configuration of paths, regression
weights from factors to items, and covariances between the factors,
indicating sufficient similarity between primary and secondary
teachers to allow comparisons between groups.

Table 4

Feedback practices factors and items.
Practices of feedback used to define feedback Loading
Non-teacher (FBP1) glb = .79
1. Advice or comments that students give each other 91
2. Suggestions or comments from other students .87
3. Comments students give to themselves .81
4. Comments parents give to their own child .80
Teacher formative (FBP2) glb = .59
5. Spoken comments .57
6. Detailed written comments 45
7. Instant responses to students’ classroom work 44
8. Hints, tips, and reminders written on student work .36
9. Information on the quality of work relative to standards, 31

norms, or expectations

10. Discussions with students about their work .26
Teacher protective evaluation (FBP3) glb = .82
11. Grades, scores, or marks on student work .84
12. Ticks or crosses on student work .84
13. Stickers, stamps, or smiley faces on student work .82
14. Praising students for how hard they have worked 81
15. Giving correct answers when students answer incorrectly .79
Parent reporting (FBP4) Cronbach o = .75%
16. Parent—teacher conferences 91
17. Reports to students’ parents .89

Note. glb = greatest lower bound.
2 glb not estimable with two items.

4.3.1. Hypothesis 1

The Teacher Formative feedback factor was predicted by the
Improvement factor ( = .26), resulting in a small additional vari-
ance explained (AR? = .04, f2 = .04). Contrary to expectations, all
other anticipated predictors (i.e., task, process, self-regulation, and
timeliness) were not statistically significant, perhaps due to their
relatively high inter-correlations. Accordingly, because teachers
expect students to use their feedback, they appear to think that
feedback practices which they control (i.e., teacher-centric) are
used for the explicit purpose of improving the quality of student
learning outcomes.

4.3.2. Hypothesis 2

The Non-Teacher feedback factor was predicted by the Peer- and
Self-Feedback (f = .31) and Process (p = .20) factors, resulting in
a medium amount of additional variance explained (AR? = .21,
f2 = .27). Hence, teachers’ understanding of feedback as a set of
practices in which they are not involved was predicated by an
understanding that feedback requires student self- and peer-
interaction, especially around how work should be carried out.

4.3.3. Hypothesis 3

The Teacher Protective-Evaluation feedback factor was pre-
dicted by the Encouragement conception of feedback (f = .21),
resulting in a small additional variance explained (AR®> = .11,
£ = 12). Consequently, the practice of giving praise while giving
grades or scores appeared to be linked to the idea that feedback is
meant to be encouraging and supportive of student emotional
commitment and engagement in learning.

4.3.4. Hypothesis 4

The Parent Reporting factor was predicted by the Reporting and
Compliance factor (f = .14), resulting in a trivial difference in
variance explained (AR = .01, 2 = .01). As might be expected,
feedback practices around reporting to parents were related to
endorsement that feedback requires reporting. However, the small
amount of additional variance in the self-reported practice sug-
gested that these practices might be driven by considerations
independent of teacher conceptions of feedback (e.g., school policy
requirements or expectations related to teacher professionalism).

4.3.5. Hypothesis 5

Unsurprisingly, none of the feedback practice factors was pre-
dicted by the Irrelevance factor. It is only natural that practices
teachers associated with feedback should not be related to any
sense that feedback is irrelevant. If feedback were irrelevant, then it
should not be practised at all.

5. Discussion
5.1. Summary of results

These data suggest that New Zealand teachers endorsed feed-
back factors associated with the policy framework of using
assessment and feedback to improve learning. Furthermore,
primary and secondary teachers provided largely equivalent
responses to the questionnaire; with only small differences in
factor mean scores. The structural paths from the conceptions of
feedback factors to the feedback practice definitions, while gener-
ally weak, indicated that there were conceptually meaningful
relations between teachers’ concepti——- -¢ f-"t--1 =4 sbo
practices they associate with it.

The teachers’ focus was on involving stuaents 1n generating and
using feedback to improve their work and develop autonomy,
rather than in providing task-oriented information to students.
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Fig. 1. Schematic representation of the relationship of TCoF factors to feedback practices factors. Note. Inter-factor correlations, items, and factor paths omitted for simplicity. Values

are standardised beta regression weights.

Encouragement and protection of student self-esteem were
considered as only minor aspects of this learning-oriented
conception of feedback. Teacher responses in this sample indi-
cated they did not believe in using feedback simply to enhance
students’ well-being (i.e., praise for effort or increased self-esteem);
except in the case of evaluative reporting.

5.2. Implications for the TCoF inventory

The factors obtained in this study were consistent with the
planned factors, though somewhat narrower in scope. The nar-
rowing of these factors is unfortunate and partially attributable to
the processes involved in creating pools of items with strong inter-
correlations. The current factors do not reflect fully the nuances and
complexity of feedback processes and constructs evident in the
research literature. This study does not reveal whether teachers’
understandings of feedback are as sophisticated and complex as
those found in academic literature, nor is it clear whether any self-
report survey could ascertain such ‘fine-tuned’ information. Future
research, using focus groups or interviews, may identify language
that teachers use to express complex views about feedback and
these data would be useful in creating additional statements that
tap into their conceptions.

Despite the simplification of some factors, the results of this study
demonstrate that teachers can identify the distinctions proposed in
Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) feedback typology (i.e., Task, Process,
Self-regulation, and Self). However, the inter-correlations do suggest
that strong distinctions among process, task, and self-regulation
feedback are probably not made in practice. The teachers clearly
identified the irrelevance, improvement, and encouragement
purposes identified by Irving et al. (2011). Furthermore, given
teacher requirements to report student progress and results to
parents, school leaders, and other external stakeholders, it is
unsurprising that the feedback for compliance and reporting

purposes was also identified. Additionally, there is some evidence of
convergent and divergent validity for the TCoF factors because of the
logical nature of the statistically significant paths between concep-
tions of feedback and practices perceived as feedback.

Future studies with this inventory would be much stronger with
additional methods of determining feedback practices (e.g., class-
room observations, inspection of written feedback to students,
student reporting of feedback received) to ascertain the extent to
which teachers’ self-reported endorsement of the learning-
orientation is reflected in their practice. In the interim, it would
appear the TCoF inventory is capable of identifying a wide range of
teacher beliefs about the nature of feedback, and continued use of
the inventory as an adjunct to professional development or as
a research tool appears warranted. The relatively weak regression
weights from the second-order factor (Conceptions of Feedback) to
Encouragement and Irrelevance factors suggest that these beliefs
are influenced by other factors. Future studies could integrate
examination of teacher feedback beliefs and practices in light of
external factors, such as grade level, student performance, assess-
ment characteristics, or teacher personality. Student ratings of
teacher assessment behaviours have been shown to be good
predictors of teacher practices (van der Schaaf, Stokking, & Verloop,
2008) and these data would be a useful adjunct to future research.
Furthermore, it is highly likely that teacher conceptions of feedback
are inter-twined with their beliefs concerning assessment,
teaching, learning, and curriculum (Brown, 2008). For this reason,
future studies would do well to examine explicitly the relationship
of feedback conceptions with these other domains.

6. Conclusion

This study has implications internationally for teaching practice
and the implementation of Assessment for Learning reforms.
Although the results are situated in New Zealand, an educational
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context that prioritises Assessment for Learning policy and prac-
tice, feedback remains an essential pedagogical practice across all
teaching and learning situations even in contexts where Assess-
ment for Learning is not the dominant paradigm. Hence, the TCoF
inventory has applicability in all teaching and teacher education
contexts because providing feedback to students is an integral part
of teaching.

6.1. Implications for teaching practice

It is reassuring that the teachers in this study endorsed learning-
oriented conceptions of feedback rather than focussing on student
well-being, despite the conventional perception that a pastoral care
orientation dominates teacher responses to students (Pajares &
Graham, 1998). This growth-orientation has been associated with
improved learning outcomes and greater self-regulation among
learners (Boekaerts & Corno, 2005). Notwithstanding possible
discrepancies between teachers’ espoused views and their actual
practices, it would appear that the rhetoric and logic of Assessment
for Learning is well established in the conceptions of practicing
teachers in New Zealand.

We anticipate, however, that this perspective is distributed
reasonably robustly in teacher populations around the world as
a consequence of pre- and in-service teacher professional devel-
opment. Almost by definition, teachers are interested in improving
the learning of children and adolescents and it is expected that
teachers would endorse a learning-orientation for feedback. While
it may seem that Assessment for Learning reforms are best
implemented in societies where teachers’ pre-existing attitudes and
understandings about feedback are aligned with the emphases of
the reform movement, there is evidence that teachers can be taught
both the skills and rationales underpinning effective feedback
(Brookhart, Moss, & Long, 2010; Cooper & Cowie, 2010; Dixon &
Haigh, 2009).

Nonetheless, these results represent espoused theories (Argyris
& Schon, 1974) that the participants have used to explain their
actions, rather than their actual practices. Previous studies (Eraut,
2000; Hammerness, Darling-Hammond, & Bransford, 2005; Har-
nett, 2007; Turner-Bisset, 1999) have concluded that there is
frequently a discrepancy between what teachers believe or claim
they are doing and what they are actually doing. Consequently,
although the teachers in the present study professed a preference
for learning-oriented feedback it remains to be seen whether this is
how feedback is conducted in real classrooms, as studies have
identified gaps between the intended and actual quality of feed-
back to students (e.g., Parr & Limbrick, 2010).

While use of the TCoF inventory will not directly improve
teachers’ actual feedback practices, the data gained from this
instrument could help professional development providers better
tailor programs to align with teacher—participant thinking. It is
possible that professional development interventions around
formative feedback work only with and for teachers who already
believe in learning-oriented feedback. Thus, still to be examined are
factors that contribute to changing teachers’ beliefs concerning
feedback from ‘reporting grades’ to ‘supporting learning.’ The TCoF
inventory may provide a useful tool for establishing baseline beliefs
about feedback as a means of evaluating whether teachers
participating in professional development are actually modifying
their beliefs or simply building on pre-existing conceptions that are
already aligned with the proposed reforms.

Additionally, pre-service teacher educators should not take for
granted that students already believe in and practice the types of
feedback that the practicing teachers surveyed here endorse.
Accordingly, use of the current inventory in a pre-service context
may help identify student teachers’ existing beliefs, and ascertain

their need for professional learning about effective feedback.
Regardless, pre-service teachers would doubtless benefit from
instruction in strategies and techniques for giving growth-oriented
feedback to students as well as how to provide ‘accountability-type’
reporting to administrators or parents.

In a more speculative vein, it is worth considering how school
students might learn to implement student-based feedback prac-
tices as advocated by the AfL reform. It seems likely that students
will not learn to give themselves or their peers effective feedback
without experiencing growth-oriented feedback from their own
teachers. Indeed, if teachers use feedback to protect students from
psychological harm in the context of evaluation, this may obscure
from students, especially low performing ones, their real learning
needs. This suggests that new teachers themselves need to expe-
rience growth-oriented feedback, including information about
weaknesses and steps to improve, from their own pre-service
educators. Therefore, it seems to be incumbent on pre-service
teacher educators to equip new teachers with theory about and
experience of high-quality feedback. Otherwise, it is possible that
future teachers will resort to giving vague, unhelpful feedback such
as “doing well”, “could be doing better”, or “not working hard
enough”.

6.2. Implications for assessment for learning reforms

Inspired by a British response to high-stakes evaluation
assessment practices (e.g., Assessment Reform Group, 2002; Black
& Wiliam, 1998), the Assessment for Learning policy reforms (e.g.,
Leahy et al., 2005) have travelled globally (Berry, 2011; Black &
Wiliam, 2005). The reform seeks to shift assessment understand-
ings and practices from primarily a summative and evaluative focus
to a formative and pedagogical one. Feedback within the Assess-
ment for Learning reform movement is meant to be very much
focused on in-the-moment interactions in which teachers provide
information that facilitates and prompts improvement in student
learning. It also seeks to involve students in giving themselves and
each other feedback that supports learning. The results of this
survey show that the priorities in teachers’ conceptions of feedback
are consistent with the official New Zealand government policy
concerning the use of assessment and feedback. That policy
requires teachers to use assessment interactively to adjust teaching,
engage students in self-regulating their own learning, and provide
formative feedback that informs next steps in teaching and
learning. Certainly, based on this survey, we would not expect
professional development in Assessment for Learning to effect
major changes in teacher beliefs about feedback since, at least in
New Zealand, it would appear teachers already endorse these
values.

The more innovative use of non-teacher feedback sources
appears to depend in part on individual teacher beliefs, rather than
automatically occurring in response to an Assessment for Learning
policy. If teachers are not persuaded that there is educational value
in students generating feedback, then they are not likely to
acknowledge and implement this practice. In contrast, it is worth
considering that teacher conceptions of feedback did not explain
additional variance in perceived feedback practices around
reporting to parents and giving formative feedback, which are part
of expected practice in New Zealand. Consequently, the results may
not reflect teachers’ personal beliefs since such practices are
expected from all teachers.

These New Zealand results raise questions as to whether
teachers in other societies, especially where consequences for
assessment are much higher, would have similar conceptions of
feedback. While teaching universally seems to involve instruction,
monitoring, and giving feedback to students about how they could
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do their work better, grading practices and the use of student-led
feedback are much less uniform. For example, reporting with test
scores and/or grades appears to be much more prevalent in socie-
ties that privilege examinations (e.g., Hong Kong) or make use of
high-stakes accountability systems to press for learning improve-
ments (e.g., No Child Left Behind in the USA). There may even be
different feedback practices in societies where there is a strong
emphasis on not questioning the authority of teachers.

Assessment policies are also probable factors in shaping teacher
conceptions of feedback. For example, in low-stakes assessment
environments, teachers’ beliefs about assessment for improvement
were weakly correlated with assessment for school accountability
(r = .43 in Queensland; r = .47 in New Zealand) (Brown, 2011;
Brown, Lake, & Matters, 2011). In contrast, in environments
where assessment has much higher consequences for students and
schools, these beliefs had quite different associations. Research
with teachers in Hong Kong and China found a strong correlation
between assessment for improvement and assessment for
accountability (r =.80) (Brown, Hui, Yu, & Kennedy, 2011). Likewise,
in the United States, perhaps because of high-stakes consequences
for assessment results (e.g., The Elementary and Secondary Education
Act 1965; No Child Left Behind 2001), teacher responses to assess-
ment have been predominantly negative (Hamilton, 2003), and
especially so in contexts where large populations of ‘at-risk’
students are present (Deneen & Brown, 2011; O’Quin, 2009). It
seems, then, in environments in which strong external account-
ability pressures exist, that assessment for improvement is strongly
entangled with demonstrating quality on the external measures.
This suggests that assessment policy frameworks have an impact
on teachers’ conceptions of the role of feedback. In high-stakes
testing environments, feedback may be more about maximising
performance on accountability testing than it is about learning
improvement.

Consequently, we suspect that while endorsement of feedback
as learning-oriented will be relatively important in all societies, the
level of endorsement of some factors in the TCoF (e.g., Praise,
Expected, Peer and Self-Assessment) will be consistent with the
dominant priorities of the society in which teachers are employed
(i.e., ecologically rational) (Rieskamp & Reimer, 2007). Therefore,
we expect that the TCoF factors will be identified in most juris-
dictions, though it is likely factor mean scores and inter-
correlations will be replicated only in jurisdictions with similar
low-stakes, formative assessment frameworks. If policy reform or
teacher education seek to bring about a greater willingness and
capability of teachers to provide formative, learning-oriented
feedback, it may be necessary to make changes to the general
policy context to reduce negative consequences for schools through
assessment for accountability. Further, it will no doubt require
strong educational leadership to make sure that accountability
pressures do not thwart teacher efforts to provide learning-
oriented, formative feedback.
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