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ABSTRACT  

Instructor perspectives regarding the challenges they experience in enacting 
effective feedback processes have not been the focus in the literature on effective 
feedback processes. This study investigated the challenges that instructors 
experienced in providing effective feedback to students between January and April 
2020, particularly considering campus closures and the shift to online learning in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. This study consisted of six focus groups held 
between January and April 2020 with five instructors from different disciplines at the 
same institution with class sizes ranging from 14 to 82. Through a thematic analysis 
using a constant comparison method, it was found that the biggest challenges 
instructors experienced in providing effective feedback was their own workload, the 
disruption that student inaction on feedback brought to the feedback process, and 
how the instructors managed their own affective responses and mindsets towards 
feedback. These findings are discussed within the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic and based on these findings, recommendations for instructors include 
considering their own limitations when designing feedback processes and checking 
their beliefs about feedback with their students’ perspectives on feedback in order 
to align understanding.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Research indicates that effective feedback has the power to improve student learning and 
performance, regardless of the context or discipline (Hattie and Timperley 2007; Shute 2008; 
Winstone and Carless 2019). However, even though feedback is considered to be a socially 
constructed process (Henderson et al. 2019b) in which instructors are responsible for establishing 
and maintaining the milieu of the classroom (Boud and Molloy 2013), student perspectives on what 
makes for effective feedback have taken precedence in the literature (Shields 2015; Winstone et al. 
2017). Dawson et al. (2019) argued that instructors are more likely to make decisions about the 
feedback processes they use based on their own opinions, rather than based on published evidence. 
Therefore, research of effective feedback processes must also include the perspectives of academic 
staff, especially across a range of contexts (Dawson et al. 2019).  

This study engaged instructors from across disciplines to explore the research question of 
“What challenges do instructors experience in providing effective feedback?” Given that most of the 
research on feedback in higher education is situated in Australia and the United Kingdom, this study 
provides a unique contribution to the literature by including a Canadian perspective. The findings 
inform both the theory of feedback processes as well as practical implications in the postsecondary 
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teaching and learning context. Of note is that this research includes responses from both before and  
during the campus closure in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, which presented new and 
unique challenges for faculty in the feedback process. 

 
Effective feedback 
Effective feedback is described as feedback that learners use to make sense of their 

performance and improve the quality of their performance and their learning strategies (Henderson 
et al. 2019b). However, despite the amount of time and effort that instructors put into providing 
written feedback, many students make limited use of the feedback (Boud 2019; Winstone et al. 
2017). This challenge has been attributed to instructor-centred models of feedback where learners 
are not required to take an active role in the feedback process (Carless and Boud 2018). Given these 
challenges with instructor-centred models, there has been a recent shift in the definition of feedback 
from a delivery model to a student-centred process of feedback (Dawson et al. 2019). At the centre 
of these student-centred models is the notion of student feedback literacy, defined as “the 
understandings, capacities and dispositions needed to make sense of information and use it to 
enhance work or learning strategies” (Carless and Boud 2018, 2). Essentially, a feedback literate 
student plays an active role in the feedback process and is essentially at the centre of the feedback 
process. 

 
Student perspectives on effective feedback 
While the student’s role and perspective on feedback had been previously ignored in the 

feedback research (Carless et al. 2011; To 2021), several studies have investigated the reasons that 
postsecondary students do not take up feedback in meaningful ways (e.g., Agius and Wilkinson 
2014; Burke 2009; Jonsson 2013; Winstone et al. 2017). The reasons for which students do not 
accept feedback reported in these studies can be grouped into the following categories: (1) unclear 
feedback, (2) untimely feedback, (3) lack of focus on improvement, and (4) lack of strategies for 
uptake. 

Based on these challenges for students, there have been a few models proposed for providing 
useful and useable feedback based on students’ perspectives of what makes feedback effective. These 
models provide guidance to instructors on how to give feedback (Gibbs and Simpson 2004), 
enhance student self-regulation (Nicol and Macfarlane‐Dick 2006) or create environments 
conducive to the uptake of feedback (Leighton, Chu, and Seitz 2013). However, these guidelines 
also represent a siloed approach as they focus on feedback practices, learner factors, and institutional 
or contextual influences separately (Carless and Boud 2018; Henderson, Ryan, and Phillips 2019) 
and generally assume a provision model in which it is provided unidirectionally from the instructor.  

 
From student feedback literacy to teacher feedback literacy 
These models for providing effective feedback necessarily require the active participation of 

the instructor in providing high-quality feedback, yet student-centred models of feedback focus on 
the student role in the feedback process and de-emphasize the role of the instructor. The lived 
experiences of instructors as they engage in feedback has received little attention in the research 
literature (Dawson et al. 2019; Henderson, Ryan, and Phillips 2019; Tuck 2012). If we are to truly 
consider feedback as “inherently socially constructed and contextually situated” (Henderson et al. 
2019a, 1238) it is necessary to consider the instructor’s role and perspective. Moving in this 
direction, Carless and Winstone (2020) recently proposed the idea of teacher feedback literacy, 
defined as “the knowledge, expertise and dispositions to design feedback processes in ways which 
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enable student uptake of feedback and seed the development of student feedback literacy” (4). This 
new concept is situated as necessarily intertwined with that of student feedback literacy.  

Nevertheless, there is still little research focused on the perspectives of the instructors as 
they engage in designing and enacting feedback processes, despite their responsibility to create 
learning environments which are feedback rich and conducive to uptake (but see Carless 2006; Li 
and De Luca 2014; Orsmond and Merry 2011). Designs for feedback processes that support the 
likelihood that students will take up the provided feedback must also reduce the barriers and 
challenges experienced by the instructors in giving effective feedback, as well as not introduce new 
ones. But, before we can know which feedback models and processes reduce these barriers and 
challenges, we must become familiar with what they are.  
 
METHODS 

The purpose of this study was to explore the challenges and barriers that instructors 
experience in providing effective feedback in order to inform the design of effective feedback 
processes as part of a larger design-based research project, with the aim of developing a set of 
principles for instructors to follow when designing feedback processes. This design-based approach 
fits well with the purposes of this study given the focus on pedagogical design, solving complex 
problems, and partnership with instructors (Anderson and Shattuck 2012; McKenney and Reeves 
2012; To 2021).  

 
Participants 
This research was conducted at a large research-intensive university in Western Canada. 

Instructors were recruited in November and December 2019 in preparation for the project to begin 
in January 2020. Research was approved through the university’s ethical review process prior to the 
recruitment phase. The instructors were recruited through purposeful sampling, first through my 
own contacts and then those contacts recommending my study to others, with a view to obtain 
diversity in discipline and class size. Ultimately, five instructors from four disciplines took part in the 
study and each identified a single course and therefore a single formative feedback process that 
would be included in the study. All five courses selected were second-year, undergraduate courses 
but varied in class size, as described in table 1.  
 
Table 1. Summary of participants 

Instructor Discipline Class size Feedback process 
A Modern foreign languages 26 Audio feedback 
B Modern foreign languages 14 Scaffolded feedback  
C Sociology 52 Peer feedback 
D Humanities 77 Feedback on drafts 
E Medical sciences 82 Reflection on feedback 

 
The feedback processes 

 As mentioned above, each instructor identified a single formative feedback process that 
would be included in the study, in terms of a point of focus for reflection within the instructor focus 
groups. Each of the feedback processes was described as follows: 

1. Instructor A, audio feedback – The instructor asked students to keep a written learning log. 
Audio feedback in the form of a recording is then provided on the written learning log. 
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2. Instructor B, scaffolded feedback – The research paper has multiple sections, each with a 
different deadline. Written feedback is provided on each section. 

3. Instructor C, peer feedback – The instructor created guidelines for peer feedback, based on 
the rubric, which students used to provide feedback on the research paper. The peer 
feedback was reviewed by the instructor and graded. 

4. Instructor D, feedback on drafts – Instead of one longer research paper, the instructor split 
the writing task into a series of blog posts. Students were expected to write 200 words each 
week on the discussion board within the Learning Management System (LMS) with the 
instructor and peers providing feedback. Students were invited to edit each blog post before 
final submission. 

5. Instructor E, reflection on feedback – After receiving feedback on each assignment, the 
instructor asked students to write a reflection on the feedback with provided prompts. 
Students were required to submit this reflection with the next assignment. 
 
Data collection and analysis 
Focus groups were undertaken in order to gain insights into the instructors’ experiences in 

designing and implementing feedback processes in their identified courses, focusing on the barriers 
and challenges. All five instructors participated in six, hour-long focus group sessions, allowing for a 
longitudinal view of their experiences across the semester, between January and April 2020. Though 
I had a series of questions I brought with me to each focus group, the use of focus groups as opposed 
to a survey allowed us to explore, as a group of instructors, what was significant to the participants, 
rather than just what was significant to me (Tuck 2012).  

Each focus group was scheduled for one hour, the first three of which took place in person 
and the last three took place over video conference due to campus closure in March 2020 because of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. I began each focus group with a specific question, but then allowed the 
conversation to flow as directed by the participants, sometimes asking follow-up or probing 
questions. The instructors commented on their experiences with implementing feedback in their 
courses, the transition to online teaching, and challenges and successes with feedback in general.  

The first focus group focused on the instructors’ beliefs about feedback including the 
purpose of feedback, how they recognized students’ use of feedback, and their beliefs about students’ 
perceptions of feedback. The second focus group began with a question on how the instructors made 
decisions about how and when to give feedback. The third focus group centred on how their 
feedback processes were progressing to date and what changes or tweaks were being made to each 
process. The fourth focus group took place one week after the campus closed due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. It took place online and focused on how the transition to online teaching was going and 
whether this had impacted their feedback processes or how they saw students using feedback. The 
fifth focus group focused on evidence of students’ use of feedback and reflecting on potential 
changes to the feedback process to enhance students’ uptake of the feedback. The sixth focus group 
also centered on this reflection question of things the instructors might change in order to improve 
their selected feedback process. The focus of their reflections was on the courses listed in table 1, 
however there were also occasional comparisons to other courses they were teaching that semester. 

The focus groups were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim and analysed thematically. 
Initially, I coded the data inductively, looking for the emotions, values, and actions of the instructors 
in relation to their experiences of enacting these feedback processes, detecting patterns in the data 
(Saldaña 2016). Using the constant comparison method (Saldaña 2016), I continuously compared 
the emerging themes to arrive at larger categories. Though the instructors reflected on their own 
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unique feedback processes that they used within their own courses, the analysis focused on finding 
common challenges and barriers. As a means of validating the findings, the themes were shared with 
the participants and refined based on their input. These interactions were conducted over email. 
 
FINDINGS 

The conversations that occurred in the focus groups revealed three general categories of 
challenges that the instructors experienced when trying to provide effective feedback: workload, 
student action (or inaction), and affect and mindset.  

  
Workload 

The instructors reported high workload as a challenge to providing feedback. This was the 
case for those with larger classes (here defined as over 50 students) as well as those with smaller 
classes who experienced practical or technical challenges. In regard to the larger classes, the high 
workload was not only because of the time it takes to provide thoughtful feedback for each student, 
but also because of high administrative loads such as responding to students’ questions about their 
assignments by email. The administrative workload also increased after the campus closures as 
students were not able to ask their questions in class in the same way. Additionally, practical 
concerns also arose in March as the campus closed and courses were moved online in response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic which also led to increased workload due to technical challenges and 
constraints introduced by the LMS. 

Large class sizes (larger than 50 students) proved a significant barrier to providing effective 
written feedback for members of the focus group. When one instructor attempted giving consistent, 
ongoing written feedback to the students as they engaged in a series of blog posts throughout the 
semester, she remarked, “I was dying…I had 80, I was doing it in two classes, 80 students in one and 
then 40 students in another, which was a lot of grading.” This resulted in some instructors reporting 
that they were spending less time providing feedback or necessarily reducing the amount of time 
they spent with each student’s work in order to stay on top of their workload. For example, one 
instructor reported that they “actually started advising [their] TAs (teaching assistants) not to 
provide extensive feedback and if students have questions they can come to you because it's a waste 
of our time as it works right now.” 

In addition to the increase in workload from providing feedback in larger classes, large class 
sizes also influenced the instructors’ workload in that the amount of administrative work per course 
was also more. While student questions might be better addressed in office hours, it became 
inevitable that they were dealing with a high number of emails, because “for the large classes where 
you have so many students and you can only see so many. Even if you do have office hours and they 
do come you can only see so many in a day.” This became particularly problematic after the campus 
closed in March and courses moved online. As one instructor remarked, “I’m dealing with like 40, 50 
student emails every day…So I can’t even keep up with like all of the administrative work.” This then 
in turn impacts the amount of time that can be devoted to providing effective feedback. 

In addition to deciding when and how to provide feedback, several of the instructors in the 
focus group commented that they had faced significant technical and practical challenges that 
resulted in increased workload. For example, Instructor B who opted to provide audio feedback on 
the learning logs with a smaller class size (26 students) did not experience the same challenge in 
terms of amount of grading but encountered challenges in the move to working from home and 
finding time to record the feedback with minimal background noise or distractions. 
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The technical issues included inconsistent home internet connections, sharing resources 
with children at home, the constraints of the LMS, and technology glitches. “[I] had to completely 
re-record one of my two-hour lectures because it hadn't recorded, so I lectured to an empty Zoom 
meeting room.” In another example, one of the instructors also commented on how, due to the 
campus closure, they were unable to retrieve student work from campus to return to students, 
therefore also disrupting the feedback cycle. “Some of those tests had been trapped in my office until 
Monday when I was able to go pick them up.”  

They then also invested time in setting up their home office with the required infrastructure 
to provide students with the written feedback from a distance. 

 
I also had to get help, you know, installing my home scanner on my work computer. So, I 
finally was able to send them feedback on their first test, the handful of students who missed 
the day I handed it back in class. 
 
Instructors also found that the rules were constantly changing in terms of what was allowed 

or not for how to conduct assessments after courses were transitioned online suddenly in March. 
This led to an increased workload as instructors made shifts and changes to what they were doing.  

 
Plus, all of the agitation of having like the rules constantly changing on you. And then, you 
know, you conceptualize one thing and then all of a sudden, two days later you learned that 
you could not do that or should not do that. 
 
This resulted in instructors investing time to rethink and change assignments. For example, 

one instructor decided to abandon a component of the planned feedback cycle for the course, 
because they found the workload so difficult to keep up with. “…The feedback form and I scrapped 
it for, for the last assignment right now because I'm just, I can't keep up right now with the 
workload.” 

 
Perception of student action (or inaction) 
Instructors’ perceptions of student action, or lack thereof, presented a significant challenge 

to providing effective feedback as the topic came up regularly in the focus group discussions. These 
challenges involved students not submitting drafts for feedback, not accessing the feedback 
provided, not trusting the peer feedback, and technical issues that students themselves experienced 
which impacted their participation in the feedback process. 

Despite the instructors designing feedback processes that included time to respond to 
feedback or peer feedback, the instructors described situations in which students did not submit 
work in time to receive feedback or did not pick up or look at the feedback provided. For example, 
one feedback model employed by instructors in this study was for students to write and submit drafts 
in order to receive either peer or instructor feedback in advance of the final submission. A significant 
challenge for the instructors using this model was that there were students who would not submit 
the drafts in time to receive this feedback, let alone to act upon it. This created significant challenges 
for some of the instructors’ planned feedback processes as, “that creates problems for their peer 
review process and frustration and anxiety,” as this also means that another student does not receive 
peer feedback. Another instructor made a point of following up with students who had not yet 
posted a draft of their work on the course’s online discussion board, and while the students were 
grateful for the reminder, this did not alleviate the issue. “I ended up sending an email on Sunday to 
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61 students who haven't even posted yet. So they had been grateful. 'I'm sorry. I forgot, I haven't 
done it yet.’” These late or missing submissions then remove the opportunity for feedback, breaking 
the feedback cycle. 

Student inaction in accessing the provided feedback was also a source of frustration for the 
instructors. Some pointed out that many students do not even access the feedback, evidenced in the 
percentage of students reading the feedback in the online LMS.  

 
I know that in many cases, in our classes, students are not actually even looking at the 
feedback because when they submit it to [the LMS], I know that a lot of them don't actually 
access their feedback…Strong students actually do read the feedback and I would say about 
60% don’t. 
 
Another instructor commented that students did not see value in the feedback process, only 

in the grade. “I give my students the opportunity to submit an outline of their paper, but unless it’s 
got a grade attached to it, hardly anybody takes it up.” Another remarked, “at the end of the 
semester, [I] always have students where I have all three assignments still my folder because they 
never come to class. They never pick up their papers or anything.” This presented significant barriers 
to the feedback process as some instructors reported then providing less feedback in response. “I 
actually started advising my TAs not to provide extensive feedback and if students have questions, 
they can come to you because it’s a waste of our time as it works right now.”  
 Students’ challenges with judging the quality of their own or their peers’ work also presented 
a challenge to providing effective feedback through self- or peer-assessment. These instructors 
reported that students then often turned to the instructor for input on the feedback. For example, “a 
number of students who have made an appointment during office hours after the first round of peer 
feedback and said, so my peer said, X, I just want to check with you that that’s actually right.” 
Another instructor also reported that their teaching assistants were also noticing that students 
struggled with judging peer work, describing their challenge as “[when you have] pictures where you 
have to find a flaw in the second picture that isn’t in the first and they just don’t see it. To them it 
looks identical, and they don’t see what the problem is.”  
 The instructors also reflected on the students’ own technical issues as a source of challenge 
that resulted in a lack of participation in the planned feedback processes. “One thing that strikes me 
though, with a number of my students that have had difficulty with various types of feedback in the 
LMS is because they are not using devices that support word processors.” Another instructor also 
captured this sentiment in their reflection on the challenges that students had with a peer feedback 
assignment. 
 

Getting them to have a word document and then use the common assumption and to track 
changes, function, to give feedback. That was a nightmare that took us almost two hours, 
because none of them had ever worked with that and they’re like second-, third-year university 
students. 
 
Affect and mindset  
Students’ lack of action on feedback often resulted in an affective response from the 

instructors themselves. The instructors expressed feeling frustrated by the lack of student response 
to the feedback. “It’s a horrible feeling though, to know that they’re not using it like that.” 
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Interestingly, when asked what they believed students’ perception of feedback to be, most of 
the instructors felt that students held a negative view of feedback. For example, one instructor 
shared, “I think they have a purely negative perception of the feedback that they’re being punished. 
That they’re being criticized for the work that they’ve done. That their work is being ripped apart.” 
This instructor also described how they tried to mitigate the students’ negative feelings toward 
feedback, including not using red pen, but with little success.  

 
Even though I provide it in green and I preface it with this feedback is given from a place of 
real caring, you know, you matter to me… It’s still, they see it and they’re just like, she hates 
me. 
 
The instructors shared that they felt obligated to provide feedback, either ethically or as part 

of their job.  
 
So like for me, like my personally, my life, I feel like I lose a lot of my life into that black hole 
reading the feedback. But nonetheless, for me, it feels like it's necessary for meeting my 
obligation in my particular teaching situation. 
 
However, some instructors responded to this frustration by reducing the amount of feedback 

they provided because of the frustration they felt.  
 
I stopped providing comments because I think there's like two people that come out of a 
hundred that would pick up their papers and so the problem with these kinds of writing 
assignments that I have is that there's like zero learning from it beyond doing the exercise 
itself.  
 

DISCUSSION 
The findings of this study demonstrate that instructors experience significant challenges 

when working to provide effective feedback to students and the ways in which feedback is influenced 
by external factors; feedback does not exist in a vacuum, but in the messiness of relationships, 
resource constraints, and everything in between. The challenges that these instructors experienced 
in providing effective feedback to their students included high workload as a result of large classes 
and institutional constraints in addition to the online shift due to the COVID-19 pandemic, student 
action (or inaction), and their own affect and mindset.  

 
Workload 
While some of the workload issues for these instructors may have been exacerbated by 

campus closure and the need to move courses online, large class sizes also proved a significant barrier 
to providing effective feedback for the members of this focus group. Providing effective feedback can 
take a significant investment of time (Boud 2019; Lee 2011) which is then compounded for these 
larger classes. These findings regarding instructor workload also echo those of Henderson, Ryan, 
and Phillips (2019) who found that time as a limited resource and the limitations of providing 
personalised feedback in large classes were significant challenges for academic staff. Boud and 
Molloy (2013) also found that high workload is a deterrent to effective feedback, yet class sizes 
continue to increase, and teaching staff continue to be overloaded, compounding the problem. Boud 
and Molloy also argued that sustainable feedback is feedback that students would continue to apply 
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beyond the bounds of the single assignment, however, efforts towards this kind of feedback are also 
restricted by resource constraints such as time.  

However, giving feedback is not something that can just be abandoned by the instructors as 
they felt it was an important part of their job. These findings are also consistent with those of Tuck 
(2012) who found that instructor feedback practices are often tied to institutional expectations. 
Feedback-giving is necessarily situated in disciplinary and institutional contexts that influence 
instructor action (Tuck 2012). 

 
Student action (or inaction) 
While workload and time to provide feedback influenced when and how feedback was 

provided, student inaction also had a major impact on the feedback cycle, at times completely 
breaking the cycle. The instructors described a lack of student action around submitting drafts in 
time for them to provide feedback as well as not trusting the peer feedback process. The reasons for 
the lack of action by the students align with Carless and Boud’s (2018) framework for student 
feedback literacy. Carless and Boud stated that if students do not understand and appreciate the role 
of feedback in their learning, if they lack the ability to make judgements about their own work 
against a standard, and if they lack strategies for acting on feedback, they will not be able to 
participate in the feedback cycle. This was evident in the way that the instructors reported students 
not picking up feedback on assignments, not reviewing the feedback on the LMS, or not submitting 
drafts in time to receive peer feedback. This lack of action on the part of the students also had an 
impact on the instructors, as it led to an affective response that then had to be managed. 

 
Affect and mindset 
As discussed above, the students’ lack of action on feedback resulted in an affective response 

from the instructors, who felt frustrated due to the lack of student engagement with the feedback, 
despite the time and effort that the instructor had invested. Additionally, instructors’ belief that 
students viewed feedback as punishment was also seen to influence their ability to provide effective 
feedback. Carless (2006) also found that instructors had more negative beliefs about how students 
perceived feedback as compared to how students reported viewing feedback.  

While there is little previous research on the perspectives of instructors as providers of 
feedback outside of Australia and the United Kingdom, the findings of the present study support 
Carless and Winstone’s (2020) framework for teacher feedback literacy. In their framework, Carless 
and Winstone described teacher feedback literacy as involving “the design and management of 
assessment environments that enable students to develop feedback literacy capabilities” (2). 
Teacher feedback literacy consists of designing for uptake, relational sensitivities, and managing 
practicalities in order to support student feedback literacy and the uptake of feedback. This model 
recognizes that the instructor must not only provide high quality feedback, but also manage the 
practicalities of the teaching environment. The cyclical nature of Carless and Winstone’s proposed 
model is also apparent when the feedback cycle breaks down. As exemplified in the findings of this 
study, if the instructor provides feedback but the students do not take up the feedback in a way that 
is expected or acceptable to the instructor, then the instructor may feel frustrated and provide less 
feedback in the future. Tuck (2012) also reported that instructors engaged more superficially with 
student work or provided more superficial feedback as a time saving measure.  

Henderson, Ryan, and Phillips (2019) also found that staff were concerned with a lack of 
student engagement with feedback, reporting that instructors felt that the lack of student 
engagement with feedback was a challenge to the feedback process. They concluded that feedback is 
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influenced not only by the outlooks of the learners receiving feedback, but also by the outlook of the 
instructors, reinforcing the importance of taking instructors’ experiences into consideration when 
designing feedback processes. 

 
Impact of the pandemic 
These findings must also be viewed in light of the significant disruption that COVID-19 and 

the move to online teaching and learning caused to the feedback processes of these instructors. It is 
clear that the pandemic exacerbated challenges for instructors (Reynolds et al. 2020) and 
contributed to an overall negative perception of the effects of teaching online (Barton 2020). As 
described above, there was an increase in administrative workload which took time away from 
feedback processes as well as technical disruptions which delayed the timely provision of feedback. 
While some faculty have previous online teaching experience to draw upon, others have little such 
experience (Day et al. 2021). Reynolds et al. (2020) also found that instructors had to overcome 
barriers to including writing assignments as part of their online teaching, some of which are in line 
with the findings from this study such as a high workload and constraints due to large class sizes. It is 
significant that some of the challenges experienced by the instructors in this study would not have 
arisen if classes continued in person, however these challenges should not be ignored as we move 
forward with the potential for moving back to primarily in person classes.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 While this study was purposefully limited by the number of participants, there were also 
limitations that arose due to the transition to online teaching and learning in March 2020, resulting 
in the instructor focus groups also moving online. This included a move to online focus groups 
rather than in person and unusual shifts in the feedback processes of these instructors, as described 
above. While it will be useful to repeat this study once classes have fully returned in person, there are 
important considerations for instructors and administrators that have been surfaced through this 
deeper exploration of the challenges and barriers that instructors must overcome to enable effective 
feedback practices in their courses.  

 
Implications for the classroom and design of feedback processes 
The findings of this study can readily be applied by instructors to the classroom 

environment, both in the remote-adapted classroom as well as when classes return face to face. 
Specifically, those designing feedback processes with the intention of increasing the likelihood that 
students will take up the provided feedback must also pay attention to the barriers and challenges 
instructors experience. If the feedback processes do not address these challenges, they will not be 
effectively used by the instructor. In the final focus groups, the instructors reflected on changes they 
would make to their feedback processes in order to better enable the uptake of feedback by their 
students. This included better managing their own workload through providing less, more focused 
feedback as well as adhering to strict deadlines for drafts (Paris 2021). 

Henderson, Ryan, and Phillips (2019) asserted that the perceptions and outlook of the 
instructors can influence the effectiveness of feedback processes, instructors’ experiences must be 
taken into consideration when designing those feedback processes. While it is often the instructor 
designing feedback processes, able to take their own preferences and perspectives into account, this 
is not always the case when there are courses with multiple sections taught by different instructors. 
Additionally, instructors should confront their affective response and mindset towards feedback by 



CHALLENGES AND BARRIERS TO EFFECTIVE FEEDBACK 

 
Paris, Brit M. 2022. “Instructors’ Perspectives of Challenges and Barriers to Providing Effective Feedback.” Teaching & 
Learning Inquiry 10. https://doi.org/10.20343/teachlearninqu.10.3 

 

11 

seeking out the students’ perspectives of feedback in order to verify the beliefs that they hold. As 
Carless (2006) noted, because feedback is a social process, it may be interpreted in different ways.  

 
Future research 
This study contributes to the research on the perspectives of instructors as they engage in 

feedback processes, particularly in the Canadian context, as it describes the barriers and challenges 
that the instructors themselves experienced throughout the academic term. From this study it is clear 
that for any feedback process to be successful, the instructor’s role in the process must be 
considered. While it is usually the instructor designing their own feedback processes, they may not 
be aware of how the design will reduce or add to their already existing challenges. Some of these 
challenges also go beyond the individual instructor, such as that of higher workload due to larger 
classes or constraints from the LMS that they are required to use, therefore any designs for feedback 
processes must take the instructor’s experience in context into consideration. Any feedback process 
that increases instructor workload, or does not actively reduce instructor workload, are likely to be 
less successful than those designed with these considerations in mind.  

Additionally, instructors must work to address their own mindsets about students’ 
perceptions of feedback. Approaching feedback from a negative perspective, or assuming students 
view feedback negatively, may create new challenges for instructors. Future research investigating 
how instructors develop and change their mindsets would be useful in this arena. Despite the 
challenges that these instructors experienced in their efforts to provide effective feedback, they 
continued to offer feedback from a place of caring and a lens of compassion. A further investigation 
of the role of compassion in the provision of feedback would add a richer understanding of 
instructors’ perspectives and experiences to the literature.  

Given that this research took place amid the campus closures in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic, it would also be beneficial to repeat the study when all classes have either returned to 
campus or been purposefully designed to be conducted in an online or remote format. This would 
allow a deeper understanding of how the COVID-19 disruption exacerbated the challenges the 
instructors’ experienced beyond that of a typical semester.  
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