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ABSTRACT
Assessment and feedback are quintessential components of learning. If used
properly, they can advance learning in myriad ways. The national core curriculum
for general upper secondary education (2016) underlines that feedback is a crucial
aspect of the relationship between a student and a teacher. With teacher feedback,
students receive valuable information on their learning, how they have achieved
their goals, and what they should do next. Likewise, the core curriculum describes
the importance of diverse assessment practices. However, international research
has established that there has been a lack of feedback in education. Therefore,
this study was conducted to explore Finnish general upper secondary students’
perceptions of teacher assessment and feedback practices. This thesis comprises
three sub-studies, for which a survey was used to collect the data. Both quantitative
and qualitative methods were used.
The purpose of sub-study I was to investigate students’ perceptions of
assessment and feedback in general upper secondary schools. This study did not
focus on specific subjects. Rather, the purpose was to explore general perceptions
about assessment and feedback. The data (N=918) consisted of closed and openended questions, which were analysed using deductive content analysis and oneway ANOVA. The results showed that teachers tend to rely heavily on exams
and that assessment in general is one-sided. The students also reported a lack of
feedback although differences exist between teachers and subjects.
Sub-study II focused on students’ perceptions of feedback in Swedish and
English courses. The objective was to ascertain whether the perceptions differ
between proficiency levels. The data (N=255) consisted of closed-ended answers,
which were analysed using one-way ANOVA, one-way MANOVA, and exploratory
factor analysis. Based on the analyses, it could be noted that no differences were
found in English courses, whereas higher proficiency students in Swedish courses
were more willing to correct their mistakes, found teacher feedback to be more
useful, and received more feedback compared to lower-level students. A moderate
correlation was found between proficiency level and the usefulness of feedback.
The main aim of sub-study III was to explore the kind of feedback students
find encouraging, and how they consider feedback to be one of several teacher
assessment practices. The data (N=282) comprised one open-ended question
and one closed-ended question with nine items. Inductive content analysis, oneway ANOVA, and one-way MANOVA were used in the analysis of the data. The
results showed that feedback on the content of work is perceived as encouraging,
particularly feedback on how to improve the work. Students related teacher
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assessment practices primarily to assessing exams and giving course grades.
Feedback was not regarded to be an important teacher assessment practice.
In conclusion, it can be stated that the current assessment and feedback
practices give rise for concern. Assessment practices are not as diverse as the
core curriculum stipulates, and the amount of feedback is limited. It also seems
that feedback has not been useful for every student and that students have not
internalised the role of feedback in teacher assessment practices. Therefore, the role
of feedback about diverse assessment and feedback practices should be advocated
more in teacher education, and in-service training for teachers is needed.

Keywords: feedback, assessment, foreign languages, general upper secondary
education
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TIIVISTELMÄ
Arviointi ja palaute edistävät asianmukaisesti toteutettuina oppimista monin
tavoin. Lukion opetussuunnitelman perusteet (2016) korostaa palautteen merkitystä opettajan ja opiskelijan suhteessa. Opettajan palautteen avulla opiskelija
saa arvokasta tietoa oppimisestaan ja siitä, miten hän on saavuttanut tavoitteet,
ja mitä hänen tulisi tehdä seuraavaksi. Perusteissa myös todetaan monipuolisen
arvioinnin tärkeys. Aiempi kansainvälinen tutkimus on kuitenkin osoittanut, että
palautetta annetaan niukasti. Niinpä tämän väitöskirjan tarkoitus oli kartoittaa
suomalaisten lukiolaisten käsityksiä opettajien arviointi- ja palautekäytänteistä.
Tämä väitöskirja koostuu kolmesta tutkimuksesta, joissa aineisto kerättiin kyselyllä. Aineiston analyysiin käytettiin sekä määrällisiä että laadullisia menetelmiä.
Ensimmäisessä osatutkimuksessa kartoitettiin lukiolaisten käsityksiä arvioinnista ja palautteesta. Tutkimuksessa ei tutkittu yksittäisiä oppiaineita, vaan
tarkoitus oli kartoittaa yleisiä käsityksiä arvioinnista ja palautteesta. Aineisto koostui 918 lukiolaisten vastauksista suljettuihin ja avoimiin kysymyksiin. Aineisto
analysoitiin käyttäen deduktiivista sisällönanalyysiä ja varianssianalyysiä. Tulokset osoittivat, että opettajat käyttävät arvioinnissa sangen paljon kokeita ja että
arviointi ylipäätään on yksipuolista. Opiskelijat myös kokivat, etteivät he saa tarpeeksi palautetta, vaikka eroja on havaittavissa opettajien ja oppiaineiden välillä.
Toinen osatutkimus keskittyi opiskelijoiden käsityksiin palautteesta ruotsin ja englannin kursseilla. Tavoite oli tutkia, eroavatko kielitaidon eri tasoilla
olevien opiskelijoiden käsitykset toisistaan. Aineisto (N=255) koostui suljetuista
kysymyksistä, jotka analysoitiin käyttäen varianssianalyysiä, monen muuttujan
varianssianalyysiä ja eksploratiivista faktorianalyysiä. Tulokset osoittivat, että
opiskelijoiden taitotason mukaisia eroja ei esiintynyt englannissa, mutta korkeamman tason opiskelijat ruotsissa olivat halukkaampia korjaamaan itse virheensä,
kokivat opettajan palautteen hyödyllisemmäksi ja kokivat saavansa enemmän
palautetta verrattuna matalamman taitotason opiskelijoihin. Taitotason ja palautteen hyödyn välillä havaittiin kohtalainen korrelaatio.
Kolmannen osatutkimuksen tavoitteena oli tarkastella, millainen palaute on
lukiolaisten mielestä kannustavaa ja miten he mieltävät palautteen osana opettajan
arviointityötä. Aineisto koostui 282 opiskelijan vastauksesta, jotka analysoitiin
induktiivisella sisällönanalyysillä, varianssianalyysillä ja monen muuttujan varianssianalyysillä. Analyysit osoittivat, että palaute työn sisällöstä on lukiolaisten mielestä kannustavaa, erityisesti jos palaute keskittyy parannusehdotuksiin.
Opiskelijat kokivat opettajan arviointityön olevan pääasiassa kokeiden arvioimista
ja kurssiarvosanojen antamista. Palautetta ei pidetty tärkeänä osana opettajan
arviointityötä.
5

Tiivistelmä

Kaiken kaikkiaan tulosten perusteella voidaan todeta, että nykyisiä arviointi- ja palautekäytänteitä tulisi kehittää. Arviointi ei ole niin monipuolista kuin
lukion opetussuunnitelman perusteet edellyttää, ja palautetta saadaan niukasti.
Kaikki opiskelijat eivät myöskään ole kokeneet palautetta hyödylliseksi eivätkä
sisäistäneet palautteen asemaa opettajan arviointityössä. Siispä palautetta tulisi
painottaa enemmän sekä opettajankoulutuksessa että kentällä toimivien opettajien täydennyskoulutuksessa.

Avainsanat: palaute, arviointi, vieraat kielet, lukiokoulutus
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Introduction

1

INTRODUCTION

“The ultimate user of assessment information that is elicited in
order to improve learning is the pupil”
(Black & Wiliam, 1998b, p. 142)

Assessment is an essential concept for all teachers since they assess students
in every class (Black & Wiliam, 1998b). In Finnish education, the national
core curricula stipulate how teachers should assess their students. However,
the curricula do not entail strict rules on what to do or how to do it. Rather,
the curricula provide guidelines for assessment, and teachers choose the best
methods for their teaching. The current national core curriculum for general upper
secondary education (grades 10–12 in Finland) (FNBE, 2016) discusses the need
for multifaceted assessment. The goal of assessment in general upper secondary
education is to amplify students’ learning, and this is achieved by employing several
diverse assessment practices. What this means is that teachers are expected to
guide their students to become autonomous, independent, lifelong learners with
ability to learn self-regulated. For this, students need support from teachers, and
the core curriculum (FNBE, 2016) advocates the formative nature of assessment
for this support. In essence, teachers are expected to provide their students with
meaningful feedback in all courses, and giving feedback is perceived as being a
paramount feature of the teacher-student-interaction.
Prior research on assessment in Finland has shown that teachers’ assessment
practices are not as diverse as the core curricula stipulate. Indeed, summative
assessment is prevalent in Finnish schools, and formative assessment is lacking
(Atjonen et al., 2019; Hildén & Härmälä, 2015). Similarly, research on learning
outcomes in basic education indicates that language teachers are inclined to use
summative assessment (Härmälä et al., 2014), and that assessment practices
should be multifaceted (Härmälä et al., 2019). These results are consistent with
international studies on teachers’ assessment practices (e.g., López Mendoza &
Bernal Arandia, 2009; Vogt et al., 2020). These studies have been the impetus
for my dissertation; it is alarming that assessment in Finnish schools and schools
abroad is so one-sided and narrow. Assessment, and particularly formative
assessment, enhances learning in myriad ways, but summative assessment is
more widespread in education. Both types of assessment are undeniably relevant
in education, however, teachers should use a range of diverse methods for assessing
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students’ proficiency. To put it simply, merely employing summative assessment
does not suffice.
The aim of this dissertation is to examine assessment and feedback practices
in general upper secondary education in Finland, and the dissertation consists of
three sub-studies. Students’ perceptions of assessment and feedback in courses
were explored in Study I. Specific subjects were not studied as the objective was
to investigate the general view of students. One of the major results from Study
1 was that teachers do not give enough feedback to students. As the notion of
feedback is heavily emphasised in the current core curriculum (FNBE, 2016) and
the upcoming national core curriculum for general upper secondary education
(FNBE, 2019) accentuates the formative nature of assessment, it was worthwhile
to focus on students’ perceptions of feedback even more. As feedback is vital for
learning (Hattie & Timperley, 2007), it is of the utmost importance to examine
feedback practices in education to enhance teaching and learning. Moreover, it is
vital to study subject-specific perceptions of feedback as subject-related differences
exist in feedback practices (Havnes et al., 2012), and overall, the amount of research
on how students perceive feedback is scarce (Gamlem & Smith, 2013). It is also
critical to study students’ perceptions of feedback to enhance feedback practices
(van der Kleij, 2019). Accordingly, students’ perceptions of feedback were explored
in Studies II and III. Language teaching was chosen for the context, as research on
language teaching in general upper secondary education in Finland is limited. In
Study II, students’ perceptions of feedback in Swedish and English courses were
examined, and students’ perceptions were compared between language proficiency
levels (CEFR levels). In Study III, the aim was to analyse what types of feedback
students find encouraging, and how they understand the role of feedback in teacher
assessment practices. The overall aims of this dissertation were twofold: to examine
students’ perceptions of assessment and feedback in general upper secondary
education, and to discern how students perceive feedback in foreign language
teaching. The structure of the dissertation is recapitulated in Figure 1.
As Figure 1 depicts, this dissertation starts from the bottom of the pyramid,
exploring general views of assessment and feedback. After students’ general
perceptions, the dissertation narrows its focus on feedback practices in foreign
language teaching. Hence, the pyramid illustrates how the viewpoint gradually
becomes more specific in each study that is built upon the previous study.
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Swedish and French in Study III. Thus, this dissertation widens the scope of
research on assessment and language learning in Finland. Another recent piece
12
of doctoral research explored technology-enhanced feedback (Oinas, 2020), but
the research did not focus on language teaching. As mentioned by Kantelinen and
Hildén (2016), Finland is a small country with two official languages, Finnish and
Swedish, which cannot be considered to be world languages; thus, it is imperative to
invest in high-quality language teaching. Ergo, it is essential to examine assessment
and feedback in foreign language teaching to enhance the current practices. With
research-based recommendations, the quality and content of language teaching
can be amplified. Ultimately, this will benefit several stakeholders, such as pre-and
in-service teachers. However, the ultimate beneficiaries are the students, who are
14

assessed in multifaceted ways and who receive meaningful, efficient, and in-depth
feedback that guides them forward.
Even though this dissertation is set in Finland, it provides wider insights
and implications for international audiences. Although educational systems
differ substantially between countries and continents, assessment is a ubiquitous
feature of all education. Teachers everywhere assess their students for a range of
reasons. As the dominance of summative assessment seems to be a global issue
in education (DeLuca et al., 2016), research on feedback can develop educational
settings. Needless to say, due to culture-specific differences, the results from this
dissertation are not automatically transferable to other countries. However, the
results can act as a catalyst for subsequent studies in other settings, providing
culture-specific knowledge on the stage of assessment and feedback.
Although assessment in language learning is the focus of this dissertation,
it also solidifies research on language learning in general. Research on language
learning in general upper secondary education in Finland is scant, and most of the
previous research has focused on the matriculation examination. Thus, studying
assessment and feedback widens and diversifies the scope of research in language
learning. This might even subsequently increase the amount of research on other
issues pertaining to assessment, such as learning strategies and motivation.
The remainder of the dissertation is organised as follows: section two outlines
the more important concepts, theories, and identifies the prior research I used
for my dissertation. The section includes a discussion on what assessment entails,
what problems teachers might encounter in assessment, what teachers need to
consider in giving feedback, how assessment-literate teachers are, and how the
proficiency (CEFR) levels can be used in language teaching. Sections three and four
are devoted to the methodology I used in my dissertation: the research task, the
participants, the data, and the analysis methods are also described. Some ethical
issues, validity, and limitations are also acknowledged. Section five summarises the
original articles, and section six discusses the results from my articles, draws some
conclusions, and introduces practical implications for assessment and feedback
practices in general upper secondary education. Lastly, insights for future research
have been presented.
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Theoretical framework

2
2.1

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Assessment in education

Assessment, which refers to “the process of gathering and interpreting evidence to
make judgements about the quality of pupils’ achievement” (Atjonen, 2014, p. 238)
constitutes a key factor in education (Black, 1998; Black & Wiliam, 2018; Dorfman &
Dougherty, 2017; Harlen, 2007), as one of the culminations of assessment is to help
students to progress, in other words, to help them move forward (Ramage, 2012).
Assessment also affects what and how students learn (Stobart, 2008). Without
sound assessment, teaching cannot be perceived to be of high-quality (American
Federation of Teachers, 1990). When assessment is planned and implemented, it
yields significant information on how students have attained the learning goals
(Malone, 2013). Assessment also relates to power as administrative, political, and
pedagogical decisions are based on assessment information (Linnakylä & Välijärvi,
2005). Nevertheless, widely varying definitions of assessment have emerged
(Taras, 2005). In the literature, two terms are used: assessment and evaluation.
However, their meanings are not tenable as they include different meanings in
some countries, whereas they are used interchangeably in others. In the USA,
evaluation is used for “individual student achievement”, whereas in the UK, this
would be labelled as assessment (Harlen, 2007, p. 12). Likewise, Taras (2005) points
out that assessment and evaluation encapsulate different meanings in different
contexts. Further, many scholars do not make a distinction between measurement,
exam, test, and assessment (Popham, 2018). Throughout this dissertation, the term
assessment will be used to refer to “individual student achievement.”
A typical division is often made between summative and formative
assessment. Building on Scriven’s (1967) work, the distinction between formative
and summative assessment was established by Bloom and colleagues (1971). They
(1971, p. 117) characterise summative and formative assessment as follows:
We have chosen the term “summative evaluation” to indicate the type of evaluation
used at the end of a term, course, or program for purposes of grading, certification,
evaluation of progress, or research on the effectiveness of a curriculum, course of
study, or educational plan. … Perhaps the essential characteristic of summative
evaluation is that a judgement is made about the student, teacher, or curriculum
with regard to the effectiveness of learning or instruction, after the learning or
instruction has taken place.
Formative evaluation is for us the use of systematic evaluation in the process
of curriculum construction, teaching, and learning for the purpose of improving
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any of these three processes. Since formative evaluation takes place during the
formation stage, every effort should be made to use it to improve the process.

Bloom and colleagues (1971) say that the purpose of formative assessment is
to pinpoint what the student has not mastered yet, while summative assessment
seeks to obtain more generalisable information on the student’s learning outcomes.
Additionally, timing seems to distinguish formative assessment from summative
assessment as “[t]ests for formative purposes tend to be given at much more
frequent intervals than are the summative variety” (p. 62). They also point out
that summative assessment usually takes place at the end of a study unit, whereas
formative assessment takes place during the learning process.
According to Sadler (1989, p. 120) formative assessment refers to “how
judgements about the quality of student responses (performances, pieces, or works)
can be used to shape and improve student’s competence by short-circuiting the
randomness and inefficiency of trial-and-error learning.” In contrast, summative
assessment refers to “summing up or summarizing the achievement status of a
student” (Sadler, 1989, p. 120). As these definitions imply, formative assessment
is mainly used for accelerating learning (Harlen, 2007), whereas summative
assessment usually takes place at the end of the course or unit (Airasian, 2005).
However, Black and Wiliam (1998a) highlight that there is no uniform definition
of what formative assessment encompasses. Formative assessment emphasises
students’ individual needs, focuses on their progress, informs them where to go
next, and generates greater responsibility for them (Dorfman & Dougherty, 2017).
In a nutshell, formative assessment is used to accelerate learning. Summative
assessment, in turn, includes several purposes, such as “tracking of students’
progress; informing parents, students and the students’ next teacher of what has
been achieved; certification or accreditation of learning by an external body; and
selection for employment or higher education” (Harlen, 2005, p. 208). As Clark
(2012) has underscored, formative assessment does not refer to tests or exams.
Rather, it is a process which aims to stimulate learning continuously. Consequently,
the essence of the distinction between formative and summative assessment are
purpose and effect, not timing (Sadler, 1989). In education, formative assessment
seems to be underused (Popham, 2018), which is alarming as Brookhart (2012a)
asserts that formative assessment conducted in classrooms constitutes the most
important form of assessment. This is supported by the seminal papers by Black and
Wiliam (1998a, 1998b) who argue that formative assessment stimulates learning
considerably. The lack of formative assessment in classrooms might be because
summative assessment seems to be prevalent in teacher education (Vattoy et al.,
2020), and the quality of teaching formative assessment in teacher education is
not always high (Brookhart, 2017).
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This distinction between summative and formative assessment has been
challenged, and the consensus seems to be currently that they are interrelated
and not isolated. Black (1998, p. 35) argues that “[t]he formative and summative
labels describe two ends of a spectrum of practice in school-based assessment
rather than two isolated and completely different functions.” Similarly, Bennett
(2011) underscores that summative tests should advance learning, and formative
assessments should increase teachers’ knowledge of student achievement, and
Newton (2007) criticises the distinction between summative and formative
assessment, as according to him, they cannot be separated neatly. Harlen (2005,
p. 208), in turn, asserts that formative and summative assessment are not different
types of assessment. They merely have different purposes: “the same information,
gathered in the same way, would be called formative if it were used to help
learning and teaching, or summative if it were not so utilized but only employed
for recording and reporting.” In other words, the same instrument can be used to
obtain information for both summative and formative purposes (Wiliam & Leahy,
2015). Likewise, Harlen and Gardner (2010) argue that summative assessment
should also enhance learning, not only formative. Further, it is critical to bear in
mind that no form of assessment is summative nor formative in itself. Instead, the
difference depends on how the outcomes of assessment are interpreted and used
(Bachman & Damböck, 2018; Black et al., 2011). Assessment should be viewed as
an ongoing activity instead of reducing it to documenting student performance
(McMillan, 2003). Moreover, formative assessment can be divided into low-level
and high-level formative assessment. The former refers to rudimentary assessment
in which the characteristics of efficient assessment practices could be further
developed, while latter refers to dedication to implement formative assessment
to practise with students (Cauley & McMillan, 2010). Figure 2 illustrates the
discussion above.
Regarding the object of language assessment, a distinction is usually drawn
between achievement and proficiency: language achievement refers to assessing
the specific content of a course or a teacher unit, whereas language proficiency
measures the general competence in the language regardless of the content of the
teaching unit. Moreover, a third dimension is assessing for language aptitude,
namely if someone is capable of learning a language well (Hamp-Lyons, 2016).
Indeed, Carroll (1973) found in his seminal research a powerful relationship
between aptitude and achievement. Over the course of years, the definition of
assessment has changed in the field of language teaching. Primarily, it used to
refer to technical activities and testing. However, the focus has shifted towards
improving students’ learning (Bachman & Damböck, 2018). Furthermore, the term
language assessment encompasses two levels. First, it can be used in the singular
form (“a language assessment”), which can be conceptualised as “a collection of
many different individual language assessment tasks or items.” Second, language
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assessment can be used as a general term (“language assessment”). This is equated
with “the process of collecting samples of students’ language performance”
(Bachman & Damböck, 2018, p. 10).
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interpretations
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students for education.
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enhancing the learning
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Summative assessment
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Formative assessment takes
places during the learning
process.

Figure 2. Summative and formative assessment in education.
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(Stanley & Baines, 2004). To sum up, grading remains an extremely controversial
issue. However, grades are nevertheless necessary as tests and exams are used for a
variety of decisions, such as allocating resources and selecting students (Bachman
& Purpura, 2008). Especially in applying for higher education, a particular test
can be a gatekeeper or a door-opener for a student. If a student excels in a test,
it will most likely serve as a door-opener to the student, whereas a student who
fails a test might regard the test to be a gatekeeper (Bachman & Purpura, 2008).
Terms other than formative and summative assessment are prevalent in the
literature, such as assessment for learning and assessment of learning (Allan, 2015;
Ramage, 2012), as well as assessment for summative purposes and assessment
for formative purposes (Harlen & Gardner, 2010). However, confusion remains
as to whether the terms can be used interchangeably and whether they have the
same meaning (Dann, 2019). Black and colleagues (2004, p. 10) have attempted
to distinguish assessment for learning from formative assessment. According to
them, assessment for learning refers to “assessment for which the first priority in
its design and practice is to serve the purpose of promoting students’ learning”,
while assessment can be labelled as formative “when the evidence is actually
used to adapt the teaching work to meet learning needs.” Nevertheless, formative
assessment and assessment for learning are often used interchangeably (Stobart,
2008). Additionally, Good (2011) criticises the term formative assessment in general
as it lacks the fact that it is a process, not an object. Therefore, he recommends using
the term formative use of assessment information. However, he points out that
this term is not as widespread as formative assessment. Moreover, some scholars
discuss diagnostic assessment, which is a nebulous term to define. Gronlund (2003)
argues that diagnostic assessment is used with students suffering from learning
disabilities, and the aim is to locate the problems and remedy them, whereas
other scholars argue that diagnostic assessment can be used to test students’ prior
knowledge of the subject when the teaching unit starts (Linnakylä & Välijärvi,
2005) or to choose suitable methods and materials for students (Luostarinen &
Nieminen, 2019). In language teaching, diagnostic tests can be used to identify
strengths and weaknesses in students’ performance, aiming to establish what
kind of teaching will be needed later (Hughes, 1991). In addition to these types
of assessment, scholars also discuss assessment as learning, which is based on
taking the learning process into account. In short, with the help of assessment,
students acquire information on themselves (Dann, 2002). Some scholars have
also introduced sustainable assessment; in addition to formative and summative
assessment, teachers should prepare their students for attaining their future
learning goals (Boud, 2000).
Assessment affects teaching and learning significantly; McEwen (1995, p.
42) notes that “[w]hat is assessed becomes what is valued, which becomes what
is taught.” This phenomenon is called washback (or in some sources, backwash),
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which refers to the impact of a test on teaching and learning (Green, 2013).
The terms washback and backwash do not include any pragmatic or semantic
difference (Alderson & Wall, 1993), but washback is more widespread (Bachman
& Palmer, 1996). In practice, washback means that teachers and students might
perform actions that they would not perform in another situation because a test
is approaching (Alderson & Wall, 1993). Washback can be either beneficial or
harmful. If there is a mismatch between what is taught and what is asked in the
exam, washback is harmful (Hughes, 1991). Cheng and colleagues’ (2015) analysis
on the research on washback showed that teachers’ role in whether the effects of
washback are harmful or beneficial is critical.
In addition to summative and formative assessment, other distinctions can
be made in assessment. Assessment can be labelled as either high-stakes or lowstakes. The former refers to assessment with major consequences for students,
schools, or teachers (Airasian, 2005), while the latter refers to assessment without
far-reaching consequences (Barry & Finney, 2016). High-stakes assessment has
received much criticism, such as the scope of teaching becomes narrower (Wyse &
Torrance, 2009), learning becomes superficial (Harlen, 2007), teachers teach for the
test (Mitchell & Salsbury, 2002), and admission to higher education through highstakes assessment is unfair for disadvantaged groups (Davies, 2016). Nevertheless,
positive effects of high-stakes assessment have also been reported, for example by
Christenson and colleagues (2007), who report that high-stakes assessment has
improved school performance. In their recent study, Chen and Teo (2020) found
that teachers prefer low-stakes assessment as it enhances learning more. Above,
it was discussed that summative assessment seems to be prevalent in education
and teacher education. Consequently, many scholars advocate the importance of
formative assessment. These discussions usually originate from countries such as
the USA, in which teachers rely heavily on high-stakes assessments. This might
be due to the misconception that standardised tests are the only acceptable way
for assessing student achievement (Stiggins, 2014). In Finnish education, highstakes assessment is not widespread, but the matriculation examination can be
regarded as an example of it, as students apply for entry to higher education and
receive points based on their grades in the tests.
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2.2

Teacher feedback

Feedback is a core feature of formative assessment (Atjonen, 2014; Stobart,
2008). However, feedback and formative assessment are not synonyms; formative
assessment is a wider concept, including other aspects, such as peer and selfassessment, classroom dialogue in general, and summative tests for formative
use (Black & Wiliam, 2012). Several scholars have attempted to define what is
encapsulated by feedback. According to Ruiz-Primo and Brookhart (2018, p. 128)
feedback refers to “information provided to students about the quality of what
they think or do or make”, while a widely cited definition by Hattie and Timperley
(2007, p. 81) describes feedback as “information provided by an agent (e.g., teacher,
peer, book, parent, self, experience) regarding aspects of one’s performance or
understanding.” However, Carless and Boud (2018, p. 1315) define feedback as “a
process through which learners make sense of information from various sources
and use it to enhance their work or learning strategies.” They also stress that this
definition encapsulates the central role of the student who needs to use the feedback
in order to improve future work. Indeed, feedback is often considered to be a gift
from the teacher, but effective feedback requires a dialogue between the student
and the teacher (Askew & Lodge, 2000). Further, it is vital to bear in mind that
feedback is always second after learning. Put differently, feedback cannot exist
without learning (Hattie, 2009; Hattie & Timperley, 2007).
The earliest studies on feedback stem from the early 1900s (Brooks et al.,
2019), and the paramount place of feedback in education is easily detectable in
research as the amount of research on feedback has increased over the course of
18 years (Ruiz-Primo & Brookhart, 2018). Indeed, it can be stated that feedback
is conducive to learning (Brink & Bartz, 2017; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Heritage,
2007; Higgins, 2014; Voerman et al., 2012), and it is one of the paramount skills
for teachers to be able to provide appropriate feedback to students (Svanes &
Skagen, 2017). Nevertheless, Hattie (2009) asserts that feedback cannot be the
only key for effective teaching. It is one of the ingredients of effective teaching but
not the only one. He accentuates that elaborations through instruction might work
better with inefficient learners. In the same vein, Brookhart (2012a) accentuates
that feedback does not guarantee learning, but it increases the opportunities for
learning. Nevertheless, students are not always interested in teacher feedback
(Sadler, 2010), particularly if they believe it to be unhelpful (Leontjev, 2016b). Some
students are also passive and do not engage with the feedback (van der Kleij et
al., 2019). Analogous findings have emerged in Finnish research as students are
often passive in the feedback process, and feedback is not a dialogue between a
teacher and a student (Atjonen et al., 2021).
Two categories can be distinguished in feedback: discrepancy feedback and
progress feedback. The former refers to the discrepancy between the current and
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the feedback process, and feedback is not a dialogue between a teacher and a student (Atjonen et al
2021). the desired levels of performance, whereas the latter refers to the comparison of
the current and earlier levels of performance (Voerman et al., 2012). Corrective
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opportunities (Cauley & McMillan, 2010), be clear, unbiased, elaborated, and simple
(Shute, 2008) as well as descriptive (Brookhart, 2018), personalised (Dawson et al.,
2019), supportive (Sadler, 2010), purposeful and compatible with what the student
already knows (Hattie, 2009). Moreover, with effective feedback, students enhance
their knowledge and self-regulatory skills (Ruiz-Primo & Brookhart, 2018) and
ascertain how well they are performing the task (Higgins, 2014). The language
that teachers use in feedback should be understandable (Allan, 2015), students
should be cognizant of the learning goals and targets (Brookhart, 2012b), and the
amount of information in the feedback should be considerable (Wisniewski et al.,
2020). Similarly, as underscored by Ruiz-Primo and Brookhart (2018), feedback
should not be reduced to merely correcting students. Instead, teachers should
focus on students’ learning needs and goals and what they need to do to reach
the next level in their learning process. Comparisons should also be avoided in
teacher feedback (Fong et al., 2019).
Wiliam (2016) argues that if students use the feedback to enhance their
performance, feedback can be regarded as being efficient. Concurring with
this, Brookhart (2012b) highlights that teachers should provide students with
opportunities to use the feedback. To ensure that students engage with teacher
feedback, discussions on the purpose of feedback might aid learners to engage with
feedback (van der Kleij & Adie, 2020). Similarly, van der Schaaf and colleagues
(2013) argue that teachers should check whether students have understood the
content of the feedback. Dawson and colleagues (2019, p. 34) assert that “effective
feedback needs to demonstrate an effect.” What this means is that teachers should
observe what students do with the feedback and whether it results in improvements.
In sum, feedback can only be regarded as effective if it impacts students’ learning
(Ramage, 2012). Indeed, feedback can be a partnership between a student and
a teacher (Carless, 2020), in which the student plays an active role rather than
being a passive recipient (van der Kleij et al., 2019), and feedback can be efficient
if it somehow changes the student (Wiliam, 2016). This corroborates the findings
of Hattie and Clark (2019) who emphasise that the amount of teacher feedback
is not as important as what the student does with the feedback. Teachers should
teach their students how to receive feedback from their teachers as well as how to
interpret and use it. Moreover, both the student and the teacher learn something
if the feedback is efficient. The student learns where they are in the learning cycle
and what needs to be done next, and the teacher learns about how the student is
learning (Brookhart, 2018). Providing efficient feedback to students is demanding
(Wiliam, 2016), consequently, teachers should practise this skill (Nieminen, 2019).
Moreover, it is critical for teachers to consider the quality of their feedback, as it
contributes to students’ engagement with the feedback (Vattoy et al., 2020). The
quality of teacher feedback is a central aspect as Kluger and DeNisi (1996) found
that feedback can also impede learning as one third of feedback is detrimental
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for students. Furthermore, most feedback that teachers give in the classroom is
not effective (Voerman et al., 2012). Teachers give the least feedback at the selfregulatory level and do not provide feedback on how to move forward (Brooks
et al., 2019). As this discussion on effective feedback illustrates, feedback is a
complex construct (Wisniewski et al., 2020). Figure 4 summarises the key points
of efficient feedback.
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Several scholars have endeavoured to examine what kind of feedback students appreciate.
Hepplestone and Chikwa (2014) found that students expect feedback to be personalised,
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(2009) discovered that students prefer detailed comments and that praise merely has a minor effect
on learning. Winstone and colleagues (2016) found that students primarily want to receive feedback
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seems to be cut and pasted from other work, meaning that the feedback is not
specific enough (O’Donovan et al., 2021). Moreover, the classroom climate does
not always support the use of diverse feedback practices for enhancing learning
(Hattie & Timperley, 2007).
Several scholars have endeavoured to examine what kind of feedback students
appreciate. Hepplestone and Chikwa (2014) found that students expect feedback
to be personalised, helpful, encouraging, consistent, critical, and legible. They also
prefer written feedback. Lipnevich and Smith (2009) discovered that students
prefer detailed comments and that praise merely has a minor effect on learning.
Winstone and colleagues (2016) found that students primarily want to receive
feedback on how to improve their skills. Students also mentioned that feedback
on grammar and topic understanding are appreciated. Similarly, Gamlem and
Smith (2013) point out that students appreciate feedback on improvement and
that teachers should provide honest feedback. Moreover, Burner (2016) found
that students appreciate constructive teacher feedback. Nevertheless, they regard
negative feedback as challenging, and they do not always use the feedback for
improving their learning. Mulliner and Tucker (2017) discovered that most students
read teachers’ feedback and, in contrast with Burner’s (2016) study, they act on the
feedback. To conclude, Hepplestone and Chikwa (2014) and Blair and colleagues
(2013) assert that students appreciate feedback. However, these studies were
conducted in several countries, such as the United States, the United Kingdom,
and Norway, with different educational systems. It is also important to note that
most were conducted at the university level.
An abundance of research has documented how feedback affects motivation.
Motivation is an inherent part of a learning process in foreign language learning
(Masgoret & Gardner, 2003), and inevitable in learning in general. Regardless of
the profusion of definitions of motivation, scholars seem to be unanimous that
three interrelated aspects, namely choice, persistence, and effort, are present in
motivation theories. That is to say, “motivation is responsible for why people decide
to do something, how long they are willing to sustain the activity, and how hard
they are going to pursue it” (Dörnyei, 2000, p. 519–520). Motivation is usually
divided into intrinsic and extrinsic motivation: the former refers to motivation
activated by genuine interest to pursue something, such as learning out of interest,
while the latter refers to motivation activated by the desire to obtain something,
such as excellent grades (Deci & Ryan, 1985).
In their meta-analysis, Fong and colleagues (2019) studied the effect of
negative feedback on intrinsic motivation. Their analysis revealed that negative
feedback did not affect intrinsic motivation when compared to no feedback or
neutral feedback. They also discovered that feedback accompanied by tangible
instructions on improvement fosters intrinsic motivation. Pitt and Norton (2017)
found that positive feedback increases students’ positive perceptions of their own
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abilities, while Gamlem and Smith (2013) note that praising the student does not
enhance learning, but praise regarding the task or student’s effort might foster
students’ motivation. According to Lipnevich and Smith (2009), personalised
feedback with opportunity to revise the work increases students’ motivation to
work. Nevertheless, Wisniewski and colleagues (2020) found in their meta-analysis
that feedback affects cognitive and motor skills outcomes more than motivational
outcomes. In general, formative assessment and feedback enhance motivation
(Leenknecht et al., 2020) if the learning environment is trusting and supportive,
and the teacher employs high-level formative assessment (Cauley & McMillan,
2010). Even though motivation was not explored in this dissertation, students’
perceptions of encouraging feedback in foreign language learning were investigated
in Study III. Therefore, it is critical to highlight the relationship between feedback
and motivation as encouraging feedback might even be a source of motivation for
some students.
As the focus of this dissertation is feedback, it is vital to discuss feedback
literacy, which is a crucial concept for Studies I–III as they explore students’
perceptions of feedback. Sutton (2012, p. 31) was apparently the first to discuss this
concept. He uses the term feedback literacy to refer to “the ability to read, interpret
and use written feedback.” In education, feedback literacy entails an understanding
of what feedback means and how it can be used (Carless & Boud, 2018). As Sutton
(2012) and Carless and Boud (2018) discuss, feedback literacy comprises three
interrelated dimensions: epistemological, ontological, and practical dimensions.
First, the epistemological dimension refers to feedback on and for knowing. Put
differently, feedback on knowing offers information on the quality and quantity of
knowledge students have manifested in their performance, which is a summative
dimension of assessment. Feedback for knowing, by contrast, generates information
on how to improve performance. These suggestions can focus on several issues,
such as sentence structure or the overall form of the work. Feedback for knowing
is formative in nature. Second, feedback literacy relates to developing educational
being. Self-confidence is a key factor of being feedback-literate. Third, the practical
dimension includes acting upon feedback. Students should use the feedback to
improve the work, which could also be labelled as feed-forward. Teachers most
likely need to teach these skills to students (Sutton, 2012). Feedback-literate
students appreciate feedback, exhibit myriad strategies for using the feedback,
act on the information in the feedback, and avoid defensiveness in critical feedback
(Carless & Boud, 2018). Molloy and colleagues (2020, p. 529) propose a framework
with seven groups indicating salient characteristics of feedback-literate students.
They argue that a student displaying high-level feedback literacy,

27

Theoretical framework

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

commits to feedback as improvement
appreciates feedback as an active process
elicits information to improve learning
processes feedback information
acknowledges and works with emotions
acknowledges feedback as a reciprocal process
enacts outcomes of processing of feedback information.

Another important concept related to feedback literacy is teacher feedback
literacy, which means “the knowledge, expertise and dispositions to design
feedback processes in ways which enable student uptake of feedback and seed
the development of student feedback literacy” (Carless & Winstone, 2020, p. 4).
Knowledge comprises understanding feedback practices, while expertise includes
the skills and capacities needed to create and implement feedback processes.
Dispositions refer to attitudes about challenges and striving to create feedback
processes for students (Carless & Winstone, 2020). Together teachers and
students can foster feedback literacy (Carless, 2020). Teachers can refine their
feedback practices by acknowledging students’ perspectives, whereas students
can share their experiences in using teacher feedback (Carless & Winstone,
2020). Feedback-literate teachers make their expectations clear, share feedback
sensitively, and regard feedback processes as a partnership between a student and
a teacher (Carless & Winstone, 2020) as well as enhance students’ cognitive and
social-affective capacities needed for processing feedback (Xu & Carless, 2017).
Inadequate feedback practices are a threat to students’ learning as they might
cause disempowerment in foreign language teaching (Pollari, 2017).

2.3

Corrective feedback

Corrective feedback (henceforth CF), which refers to “[a]n indication to a learner
that his or her use of the target language is incorrect” (Lightbown & Spada, 2013,
p. 216) is an inherent part of teachers’ feedback practices in foreign language
teaching, and it can be administered either in written or in oral form. This term
relates to Studies II and III of this dissertation. In the literature, some scholars
also mention the terms negative and positive evidence. Negative evidence means
input that shows what is ungrammatical or impossible, while positive evidence
refers to input that tells what is possible in a language (Sheen, 2004). Ellis (2009,
p. 98) describes six types of providing written CF. However, he emphasises that
this typology does not consider the impact of these types. The types that are
pertinent for this dissertation are illustrated in Table 1.
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Table 1. Types of written corrective feedback and how they were used in this study.
Type of CF

Description (Ellis, 2009)

How the type was used in this
dissertation

Direct CF

The teacher gives the
correct form to the
student.

Items about teachers providing students
with correct forms were used in the sum
variables of Study II. Several students
mentioned direct CF as encouraging in
Study III.

Indirect CF

The teacher indicates the
error to the student but
does not correct it.

Items about teachers giving feedback on
students’ errors were used in the sum
variables of Study II.

Metalinguistic CF

The teacher gives a hint
about the nature of the
error.

Items about teachers giving feedback on
students’ errors were used in the sum
variables of Study II.

As outlined in Table 1, teachers can provide written CF in multifaceted ways.
They can correct the errors themselves or move the responsibility of correcting to
the student. In addition to these types of written CF, teachers can provide electronic
feedback, which means that the teacher marks an error and gives a hyperlink to a
file with examples of proper usage (Ellis, 2009). The teacher can also either correct
all or most errors or focus on certain types of errors; reformulation can also be
used, which means that a native speaker revises the text to make it native-like (Ellis,
2009). Moreover, Ellis (2009) points out that several of these types can be further
divided into categories. Concerning indirect CF, the teacher can underline the error
(indicating + locating the error) or merely indicate that the student has made an
error somewhere in the line (indication only). While providing metalinguistic CF,
the teacher can use codes (use of error code) or number the errors and provide a
grammatical explanation for the errors (brief grammatical descriptions). The focus
of the feedback can be either unfocused (extensive) or focused (intensive) (Ellis,
2009). Lee (2019) stresses that teachers should not comment on everything in an
essay. Instead, teachers should provide focused written CF. When teachers do not
react to every error, they have more time to focus on content and organizational
issues and giving the feedback to students is not delayed (Lee, 2019). In the same
way, Sheen and colleagues (2009) argue that focused CF amplifies learning more
compared to unfocused CF.
Additionally, teachers can provide oral CF in several ways. Sheen (2011, p.
2–4) introduced several options for that. The types used in this dissertation are
illustrated in Table 2.
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Table 2. Types of oral corrective feedback and how they were used in this study.
Type of CF

Description (Sheen, 2011)

How the type was used in this
dissertation

Recast

The teacher reformulates
and corrects all or part of
the student’s erroneous
utterance.

Items about teachers providing
students with correct forms were
used in the sum variables of Study II.
Several students mentioned recasts
as encouraging in Study III.

Explicit correction

The teacher signals that
the student has made an
error and says the correct
form.

Items about teachers providing
students with correct forms were
used in the sum variables of Study II.

Metalinguistic cue

The teacher gives a
metalinguistic comment
but does not provide the
correct answer.

Items about teachers giving feedback
on students’ errors were used in the
sum variables of Study II.

As shown in Table 2, the two first types of CF provide the student with the
correct form, while the third type is aimed at eliciting corrections from the student
(Sheen, 2011). Other types of oral CF include explicit correction with metalinguistic
explanation (the teacher provides the correct answer and a metalinguistic
comment), clarification request (the teacher signals that the student has made an
error, for instance by saying “sorry?”), repetition (the teacher repeats the erroneous
utterance either partially or in its entirety), and elicitation (the teacher repeats the
utterance and stops where the student made an error) (Sheen, 2011). In addition,
Lyster and Ranta (1997) point out that teachers can use several types of oral CF
simultaneously, which is called multiple feedback. As to the timing of the oral CF,
teachers can provide it immediately after an erroneous utterance (immediate/
on-line CF) or at the end of the communicative task (delayed/off-line CF) (Sheen,
2011). On-line CF is more common (Sheen, 2011). Brown (2016) discovered in his
meta-analysis that recasts are the most common type of oral CF, while clarification
requests and metalinguistic cues are rarely used. In the same vein, Lyster and
Ranta (1997) and Sheen (2004) found that recasts are used significantly more
compared to other types of oral CF.
In their qualitative paper, Lim (2019) investigated international students’
perceptions of CF in English writing. They discovered that students’ perceptions
were mainly positive, and they opted for direct and unfocused CF. However, they
also discovered that students displaying higher levels of motivation and proficiency
exhibited more positive perceptions. Compatible with this, Chung (2015) found
that students displayed positive perceptions of written CF. Moreover, the students
clearly opted for direct feedback and did not accept that the teacher does not provide
any feedback at all. Amrhein and Nassaji (2010) noted that students perceive
written CF to amplify learning particularly in form-focused errors, such as spelling
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errors or grammatical errors. Moreover, in line with previous studies, Yunus (2020)
pointed out that students appreciate written CF, but they would like to receive it
more than teachers are capable of providing it. Also, some students mentioned that
it is challenging to self-correct based on the teachers’ underlining or error codes.
Regarding pronunciation, Huang and Jia (2016) outlined that both teachers and
students consider CF to be an efficient tool. Teachers and students agreed that
students should not be interrupted when they are speaking. Concerning errors,
however, mixed perceptions were found as students would like teachers to correct
as much as possible, while teachers pointed out that CF is needed only for repeated
errors. Similarly, Roothooft and Breeze (2016) compared students’ and teachers’
attitudes to oral corrective feedback. They infer that students want their teachers
to correct their oral mistakes, while teachers exhibited controversial perceptions of
the necessity of oral corrective feedback. Saito and Lyster (2012) found corrective
feedback, particularly recasts, to be useful in teaching pronunciation.
Concerning the effectiveness of CF, another important notion is uptake,
which refers to the student’s utterance after the teacher’s feedback. The teacher
has attempted to draw the student’s attention to some part of their initial utterance,
and uptake describes the student’s reaction to it (Lyster & Ranta, 1997). If the CF
that the teacher uses encourages uptake, that fosters learning more compared to
feedback without uptake (Nassaji & Fotos, 2011).
A major concern over decades has been whether CF promotes learning.
Consequently, several scholars have examined the effectiveness of oral and written
CF. Li (2010) examined 33 studies and found that the overall impact of feedback
was medium, and it maintained over time. However, the effects of recasts were
medium which contrasts previous studies in which recasts had a larger impact. Li
also found that explicit feedback was more useful compared to implicit feedback.
Moreover, Lyster and Saito (2010) discovered that oral CF had durable effects on
students’ language learning and that oral CF is more beneficial for young learners.
Further, Ellis and colleagues (2006) found that oral CF displays a positive effect
on students’ implicit knowledge. They also found that explicit CF is more useful
than implicit. Sheen (2011) and Kang and Han (2015) concluded that written CF is
facilitative to learning. However, confusion remains as to whether recasts amplify
second language learning or not (Ellis & Sheen, 2006; Nassaji & Fotos, 2011),
and how affective and cognitive factors affect students’ responses to CF (Mao &
Lee, 2020). It is also important to highlight that the research setting affects the
effectiveness of CF (Lyster & Saito, 2010).
CF has also been criticised, perhaps most notably by Truscott (e.g., 1996, 2007;
Truscott & Hsu, 2008), who claims that the effects of CF on writing ability are
harmful and even if it does have any positive effect, it is extremely minor (Truscott,
2007). However, in their meta-analysis, Kang and Han (2015, p. 3) describe this
study by Truscott as “narrow in scope.” Similarly, Polio and colleagues (1998)
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emphasise that error correction does not improve learning. Further, excessive use
of corrective feedback might discourage students; thus, it is critical not to overuse
it (Nassaji & Fotos, 2011).
Some scholars have investigated whether written CF is more useful than
oral CF. Biber and colleagues (2011) discuss in their meta-analysis that written
CF accelerates learning more than oral CF, feedback is more useful for lower
proficiency students, and that it is challenging to provide feedback that enhances
writing. By contrast, Russell and Spada (2006) found that both types of CF amplify
learning and that they could not determine which one is superior. Nevertheless,
there is some evidence to the claim that the medium of CF is not the most important
issue in effective CF. Sheen (2010) examined whether there are differences in how
oral and written CF affect learning English articles. Apart from implicit oral recasts,
all types of CF enhanced students’ learning of English articles. Based on these
results, it can be concluded that the degree of explicitness is more important than
the medium of CF for effective CF. Likewise, Wisniewski and colleagues (2020)
report that the medium of feedback is not a significant factor. Table 3 summarises
the most salient issues discussed above.
Table 3. Overview of studies on CF.
Oral CF

Written CF

Positive effects
and students’
perceptions

• enhances learning (Lyster &
Saito, 2010; Russell & Spada,
2006)
• students want to receive more
than teachers are willing to
provide (Huang & Jia, 2016;
Roothooft & Breeze, 2016)
• recasts useful for teaching
pronunciation (Saito & Lyster,
2012)

• superior to oral (Biber et al.,
2011)
• enhances learning (Kang & Han,
2015; Russell & Spada, 2006;
Sheen, 2011)
• students have positive
perceptions (Chung, 2015; Lim,
2019; Yunus, 2020)

Negative
effects

• overuse (Nassaji & Fotos, 2011)
• detrimental for teaching writing (Truscott, 2007)
• does not foster learning (Polio et al., 1998)

Other findings

• medium non-significant (Sheen, 2010; Wisniewski et al., 2020)
• explicit CF more useful than implicit (Ellis et al., 2006; Li, 2010)

Confusion

• Are recasts useful? ((Ellis & Sheen, 2006; Nassaji & Fotos, 2011)
• Which enhances learning more: oral CF or written CF? (Russell &
Spada, 2006)
• What is the effect of affective and cognitive factors? (Mao & Lee,
2020)
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2.4

Assessment literacy

The concept of assessment literacy, which has become a burgeoning topic for
teachers at all levels (Turner, 2012), was first defined in 1990 by the American
Federation of Teachers although they did not actually employ this term in their
definition (Fulcher, 2012). They introduced standards for student assessment,
and these standards aimed at guiding teachers in assessment-related issues and
identifying their areas of improvement. The seven standards assert (American
Federation of Teachers, 1990):
1. Teachers should be skilled in choosing assessment methods
appropriate for instructional decisions.
2. Teachers should be skilled in developing assessment methods
appropriate for instructional decisions.
3. Teachers should be skilled in administering, scoring, and interpreting
the results of both externally-produced and teacher-produced
assessment methods.
4. Teachers should be skilled in using assessment results when making
decisions about individual students, planning teaching, developing
curriculum, and school improvement.
5. Teachers should be skilled in developing valid pupil grading
procedures which use pupil assessments.
6. Teachers should be skilled in communicating assessment results to
students, parents, other lay audiences, and other educators.
7. Teachers should be skilled in recognizing unethical, illegal, and
otherwise inappropriate assessment methods and uses of assessment
information.

A closer look at these standards reveals that they only address summative
assessment, as no mention is made about formative assessment. Further, Stiggins
(1995) introduced five standards for assessment-literate teachers. First, they
understand that not all assessment methods can be used to assess the myriad
learning goals and objectives. Consequently, teachers should be able to choose the
pertinent assessment methods for intended purposes. Second, assessment-literate
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teachers understand that students must reach several interrelated achievement
targets in education, such as content knowledge and performance skills. They
acknowledge their mutual relationship and can take that into consideration in
assessment. Third, assessment-literate teachers exhibit the knowledge of choosing
sound assessment methods. They comprehend that these methods can be grouped
into categories, and they are able to choose the proper assessment methods for a
specific situation. Fourth, assessment-literate teachers are able to include relevant
questions for the test in order to make the assessment representative of all the
themes covered. Fifth, assessment-literate teachers avoid distortion which might
cause mismeasurement. This distortion could be related to a student’s health
or peer pressure (Stiggins, 1995). Moreover, Popham (2018, p. 125) presents
six fundamental understandings of assessment literacy. They are: the validity
understanding, the reliability understanding, the fairness understanding, the score
report understanding, the formative assessment understanding, and the affective
assessment understanding. These understandings are illustrated in Table 4.
Table 4. Six understandings of assessment literacy.
Type of
understanding

Definition (Popham, 2018)

the validity
understanding

Validity, whether arguments agree with a test’s interpretations, is a
fundamental issue in educational assessment.

the reliability
understanding

Reliability, whether a test measures what it is supposed to measure,
should be reported for students and other stakeholders.

the fairness
understanding

In educational testing, fairness plays a key role, and the creation and
evaluation of tests should be clearly documented.

the score report
understanding

Test results should be easily interpreted, and they should be in
complete agreement with the intended use of the test.

the formative
assessment
understanding

Formative assessment stimulates learning, and it can be used as
classroom assessment to make adjustments needed for students’
learning.

the affective
assessment
understanding

Teachers should assess students’ affect regularly.

As described in Table 4, teachers are expected to understand the essence
of assessment from several perspectives. Assessment-literate teachers are able
to create valid and reliable tests, assess them fairly, report the scores, employ
formative assessment, and assess students’ affect.
Several definitions of assessment literacy have been proposed. Popham (2011,
p. 267) argues that “[a]ssessment literacy consists of an individual’s understandings
of the fundamental assessment concepts and procedures deemed likely to influence
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educational decisions.” Newfields (2006) suggests that assessment literacy can be
defined from several perspectives. For students, assessment literacy concerns the
knowledge of performing successfully on exams, whereas for teachers, it refers to
being capable of grading students ethically and accurately. For professional test
developers, assessment literacy relates to all aspects of their work (Newfields,
2006). Further, Language Assessment Literacy (LAL) has been suggested for its
own field because assessing and testing linguistic skills requires specific issues
(Inbar-Lourie, 2008). For an overview of the history of LAL, see Harding and
Kremmel (2016). Once again, several definitions of LAL have been proposed.
Malone (2013, p. 329) argues that LAL refers to “language instructors’ familiarity
with testing definitions and the application of this knowledge to classroom practices
in general and specifically to issues related to assessing language.” This definition
emphasises the use and application of tests but simultaneously lacks the tangible
knowledge of what “issues related to assessing language” encompasses. Davies
(2008, p. 335) provides a more detailed definition of LAL and argues that LAL
comprises three elements: skills, knowledge, and principles:
Skills provide the training in necessary and appropriate methodology, including
item writing, statistics, test analysis and increasingly software programmes for
test delivery, analysis and reportage. Knowledge offers relevant background in
measurement and language description as well as in context setting. Principles
concern the proper use of language tests, their fairness and impact, including
questions of ethics and professionalism.

As argued by Davies (2008), assessment-literate teachers should be able to
report and analyse tests, exhibit relevant background knowledge, and ponder
the impact and ethics of assessment. Yet, what is missing in this definition is
elaboration of the notions of impact and relevant background. In his comprehensive
definition, Fulcher (2012, p. 125) elaborates on these and other issues. He argues
that LAL comprises:
The knowledge, skills and abilities required to design, develop, maintain or
evaluate, large-scale standardized and/or classroom based tests, familiarity with
test processes, and awareness of principles and concepts that guide and underpin
practice, including ethics and codes of practice. The ability to place knowledge,
skills, processes, principles and concepts within wider historical, social, political
and philosophical frameworks in order to understand why practices have arisen as
they have, and to evaluate the role and impact of testing on society, institutions,
and individuals.

As this definition by Fulcher demonstrates, teachers are expected to display
multifaceted knowledge of assessment. This knowledge is related to designing
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and assessing tests, understanding the ethical aspects of assessment, and
acknowledging the principles and concepts of assessment.
Assessment literacy constitutes a focal concept because teachers can spend
almost half of their work time on assessment-related issues (MacBeath & Galton,
2004). It is also a focal concept from students’ point of view; teachers’ inappropriate
use of assessment methods could have adverse effects on students’ learning
(DeLuca & Klinger, 2010) as assessment-illiterate teachers employ wrong tests
and misuse their results (Popham, 2018). Moreover, assessment-literate teachers
comprehend the value and use of formative assessment (Popham, 2018). That
said, it seems that teachers have finite knowledge of assessment. Popham (2006,
p. 84) strongly maintains that “[w]hat most of today’s educators know about
education assessment would fit comfortably inside a kindergartner’s half-filled
milk carton”, and few teachers have received training about how to conduct quality
assessment (Stiggins, 2014). Some reasons for low assessment literacy are teachers’
fear of assessment and lack of time to assess (Stiggins, 1995). Teachers could
attempt to enhance their levels of assessment literacy by not overusing summative
assessment (Newfields, 2006) Likewise, Brink and Bartz (2017) underscore that if
teachers use more formative assessment, students’ learning will improve. To be an
assessment-literate language teacher, one needs to be able to decode and analyse the
assessment results, respond to them, and use the acquired information to enhance
and reshape teaching (Boyles, 2006). Indeed, it is vital to understand the different
learning outcomes of foreign language learning to select the pertinent assessment
practices and apply both formative and summative assessment (Sandrock, 2006).
Further, Xu and Brown (2016) synthesised 100 studies on assessment literacy and
created a conceptual framework of teacher assessment literacy, entitled Teacher
Assessment Literacy in Practice (TALiP). This framework comprises three levels of
mastery. The first level refers to basic mastery, in which teachers understand the
fundamental components of assessment. At the second level, teachers internalise
the interconnected relationship between learning, teaching, and assessment. The
third level refers to self-directive actions as an assessor. Teachers ponder their
assessment practices and accommodate them in their classrooms.
Research on assessment literacy is prevalent particularly in language teaching,
science and mathematics (Levi & Inbar-Lourie, 2020). Vogt and colleagues (2020)
studied language assessment practices in four European countries (Cyprus,
Germany, Greece and Hungary) and discovered that teachers are prone to using
summative assessment practices and that feedback is rarely detailed. Similarly,
López Mendoza and Bernal Arandia (2009) have remarked that language teachers
primarily use summative assessment practices, and the typical form of feedback
that students receive is a grade. Additionally, Tsagari and Vogt (2017) studied foreign
language teachers’ levels of language assessment literacy. The results indicate
that the teachers were not assessment-literate and that they do not possess the
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skills needed for undertaking sound assessment practices. As these studies imply,
teachers need more training in assessment (Hasselgreen, 2012; López Mendoza
& Bernal Arandia, 2009; Tsagari & Kontozi, 2016; Vogt & Tsagari, 2014). Also,
teachers would like to get more training in how to engage students with feedback
(Havnes et al., 2012). This corroborates the findings of Wylie and Lyon (2015) who
emphasise that teachers need training in how to provide meaningful feedback
as well as how to support students internalising their feedback. Dissimilarly,
Lam (2019) studied teacher assessment literacy in writing assessment in Hong
Kong and found that most teachers exhibited germane assessment knowledge.
Nevertheless, some participants did not understand what assessment as learning
entails. A probable explanation is that assessment as learning is not a common
practice in language teaching, and its epistemological bases and underlying values
differ from assessment of learning and assessment for learning (Lam, 2016). As
to teacher education, Vogt and Tsagari (2014) maintain that European teachers
do not feel that they have received enough training in assessment, and that their
knowledge of current assessment practices in general is fuzzy. Based on these
studies, it can be concluded that the levels of assessment literacy are not high,
which corroborates the claims by Popham (2018) who argues that most American
teachers are not assessment-literate.
In addition to teacher assessment literacy, it is critical to discuss student
assessment literacy as students should also be assessment-literate (Price et al.,
2012). This term can be conceptualised as (Smith et al., 2013, p. 46):
students’ understanding of the rules surrounding assessment in their course
context, their use of assessment tasks to monitor or further their learning, and
their ability to work with the guidelines on standards in their context to produce
work of a predictable standard.

As this definition implies, students are expected to understand how they are
assessed and how they can use the information from assessment to stimulate their
learning. However, this term is relatively new in the field as Smith and colleagues
(2013) assert that no study (by 2013) had examined the student assessment literacy.
However, some studies have been conducted since. For example, Charteris and
Thomas (2017) argue that teachers can promote student assessment literacy
“through using Teaching as Inquiry as a process of critical and transformational
change” (p. 174). When teachers guide their students to judge their work and that
of others, students’ learning outcomes will improve (Smith et al., 2013). Stiggins
(2014) contends that student assessment literacy is of the utmost importance and
that students are entitled to know how they are assessed, what the learning targets
are, and what good performance means in practice. Student assessment literacy
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is a focal concept particularly in Study I in which students’ perceptions of teacher
assessment practices were investigated.

2.5

The Common European Framework of Reference
(CEFR) in language teaching

The Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) is a framework describing
a person’s language proficiency in speaking, writing, listening comprehension, and
reading comprehension. The framework entails six levels, and the national core
curriculum for general upper secondary education (FNBE, 2016) describes the
target levels students should reach at the final phase of education. This framework
is relevant particularly in Study II in which students’ perceptions of feedback were
examined at various CEFR levels. Therefore, it is vital to comprehend the content
of the levels and their underlying philosophy. According to Council of Europe,
(2001, p. 1), the CEFR
describes in a comprehensive way what language learners have to learn to do in
order to use a language for communication and what knowledge and skills they
have to develop so as to be able to act effectively. The description also covers the
cultural context in which language is set. The Framework also defines levels of
proficiency which allow learners’ progress to be measured at each stage of learning
and on a life-long basis.

In other words, teachers can assess and draw up profiles of their students’
proficiency in each language using the descriptions of this framework (North,
2014). Language proficiency is divided into six levels in the CEFR: Breakthrough
(A1), Waystage (A2), Threshold (B1), Vantage (B2), Effective Operational Proficiency
(C1), and Mastery (C2) (Council of Europe, 2001). However, A1 is not the lowest
level of proficiency a student can attain and, similarly, C2 is not highest level of
proficiency (Council of Europe, 2020). Compared to previous descriptor scales,
the CEFR also includes descriptions for strategies and competence (North, 2014).
In Table 5, the levels are characterized with some salient examples (Council of
Europe, 2020, p. 175). Regarding the descriptions, it is critical to point out that
they are not learning outcomes. In fact, they state what a teacher can observe in
a student (Figueras, 2012).
Even though the CEFR does not adhere to a specific methodology, it does
exhibit a specific philosophy. First, the learner is regarded as being a social agent
who needs to be able to use the language to perform actions. Second, the CEFR
promotes the understanding of other cultures in language learning. Third, students
should be taught the language that they will need to accomplish the actions they
want to do. Fourth, the content of the programme should be connected to real life
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with the ‘Can Do’ statements implemented in the CEFR (North, 2014). However,
adults were in mind when the CEFR was designed (Hasselgreen, 2013). The
CEFR is a helpful tool for practitioners (Galaczi, 2013), and its rapid success is
mostly attributable to timing: there was a need for an instrument that better
considered the multifaceted varieties of language skills (Goullier, 2007), and it
can be labelled as an extremely influential and global framework (Brunfaut &
Harding, 2020). Moreover, other reasons for developing the CEFR were that it
was meant to be used for developing language learning curricula and planning as
well as implementing teaching units (Little, 2007). Currently, the widespread use
of the CEFR is noticeable in language teaching as several language courses and
textbooks indicate the CEFR level they are targeting (Brunfaut & Harding, 2020).
Table 5. Characteristics of the CEFR levels.
Level

Characteristics (Council of Europe, 2020)

C2

Can understand virtually all types of texts. Can express themselves
spontaneously.

C1

Can express themselves fluently. Can use language flexibly.

B2

Can understand the main ideas of complex text. Can interact with a degree of
fluency.

B1

Can understand the main points of clear standard input. Can deal with most
situations likely to arise while travelling.

A2

Can understand sentences and frequently used expressions. Can describe in
simple terms aspects of their immediate environment.

A1

Can ask and answer questions about personal details. Can interact in a simple
way provided the other person talks slowly.

One of the aims of the CEFR is to promote the aims and outcomes of education
positively. Moreover, the learner is perceived as an empowered learner who is
engaged in their learning process (Council of Europe, 2020). Initially, the CEFR
had two aims: “to act as a stimulus for reflection on current practice and on the
other hand to provide a common reference point for the elaboration of language
syllabuses, curriculum guidelines, examinations and textbooks across Europe”
(North, 2014, p. 9). Moreover, the CEFR does not indicate where a student should
be. On the contrary, it enables the student to understand where they are in their
learning (North et al., 2010). The CEFR also promotes plurilingualism (Coste, 2007)
and reflection (North et al., 2010). However, the CEFR has faced some criticism.
The framework has not been validated in empirical research (Coste, 2007), and
the descriptors are generic and vague (Galaczi, 2013) as well as inconsistent; “finer
shades of meaning” and “finer points of detail” characterise different levels, but they
seem to be overlapping (Papageorgiou, 2010). The CEFR is often used normatively
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even though to do so is not recommended (Deygers et al., 2018), and the manual
does not refer to any language in the descriptors, meaning that it can be applied
to any foreign language learning (Papageorgioui & Tannenbaum, 2016).
Several studies have examined how language teachers perceive the CEFR.
Diez-Bedman and Byram (2019) studied teachers’ perceptions and knowledge of
the CEFR in Spain. Their results indicate that many teachers display erroneous
knowledge of it: some teachers think that the CEFR is mandatory in Europe, and
it entails descriptions of how to learn languages. Moreover, Faez and colleagues
(2011) discovered that teachers exhibited positive perceptions of the CEFR in
general, commenting that the Can do statements enhance students’ confidence,
motivation, and autonomy. Moonen and colleagues (2013), in turn, found that
according to teachers, the CEFR enables comparisons in language proficiency in
Europe, and enlightens them about the target language proficiency. Nevertheless,
some teachers commented that they do not necessarily understand what it means
in practice to work daily with the CEFR. In Finland, research on the CEFR has
focused on writing, such as how experienced raters agree on levels (Holzknecht
et al., 2018), what the relationship between word derivational knowledge and
language proficiency levels in writing is (Leontjev et al., 2016), and how to validate
the rating process (Huhta et al., 2014). Research on the CEFR and feedback has
also been conducted abroad. For instance, a CEFR-based instrument for feedback
in teaching young learners L2-writing has been developed (Hasselgreen, 2013),
and a diagnostic language assessment system (DIALANG) to provide learners
with feedback at different levels in 14 European languages was created (Huhta
et al., 2002).
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AIMS OF THE RESEARCH AND THE
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

As mentioned above, assessment and feedback are paramount features of teaching
and learning. The core curriculum for general upper secondary education (2016)
includes a discussion about the use of diverse assessment and feedback practices
in every subject, and teachers are required to follow the guidelines mentioned
in the curriculum. Therefore, it is focal to study how assessment and feedback
practices (see 2.1, 2.2. and 2.3) are executed in practice.
In the three sub-studies, I investigated (1) students’ perceptions of assessment
and feedback practices in general upper secondary education at a general level,
after which I focused on language teaching and examined (2) the kinds of
perceptions students exhibit at CEFR levels regarding feedback, and (3) the kind
of feedback students find encouraging, and how students perceive feedback in
teacher assessment practices. The research questions of the sub-studies are listed
in Table 6.
The overall aim of this dissertation was to explore students’ perceptions of
teacher assessment and feedback practices in general upper secondary education.
Employing an emic perspective, that is, an insider perspective, has gathered
momentum in recent years; this important perspective enlightens researchers
about how students perceive learning and learning processes (Kalaja et al., 2015).
Consequently, it is of interest to explore students’ perceptions to develop and
diversify teaching practices. As the dissertation at hand seeks to examine feedback
and assessment practices in teaching, it could be described as teacher research. In
short, the aim of teacher research is to improve teaching and learning at any level.
In this research, both qualitative and quantitative methods were employed, both
individual work and collaboration were used, and the results were published. The
articles also encapsulate suggestions for improving current and future practices
(see 6.3). Thus, it can be concluded that this research adheres to the guidelines
of teacher research put forth by Borg (2010). However, it is critical to maintain
that teachers are usually studied in teacher research, whereas in this dissertation,
teachers’ teaching was explored by examining students’ perceptions. Hence, this
dissertation is not a quintessential example of teacher research.

41

Aims of the research and the research questions

Table 6. Research questions and the theoretical framework of the sub-studies.
Study

Research questions

Main theoretical framework

Study I

• What assessment practices do
upper secondary teachers use?
• What assessment practices do
students appreciate?
• What improvements do students
propose to their teachers’
assessment practices?
• How do students perceive their
own ability to understand and use
teachers’ feedback?

• section 2.1 (Assessment in
education)
• section 2.2 (Teacher feedback)
• section 2.4 (Assessment literacy)

Study II

• How do the perceptions of general
upper secondary school students
about feedback differ at CEFR
levels within Swedish and English?

• section 2.1 (Assessment in
education)
• section 2.2 (Teacher feedback)
• section 2.3 (Corrective feedback)
• section 2.5 (The Common
European Framework of Reference
(CEFR) in language teaching)

Study III

• How does the concept of teacher
assessment practices differ
between students studying English,
Swedish, and French?
• How does the concept of teacher
assessment practices differ
between students at average and
reputable schools?
• What kind of feedback do Finnish
general upper secondary school
students find encouraging?

• section 2.1 (Assessment in
education)
• section 2.2 (Teacher feedback)
• section 2.3 (Corrective feedback)

This dissertation comprises two research questions, from which the research
questions of the sub-studies were derived. However, it is worth mentioning that
in these sub-studies, issues that are not relevant to the overall research questions
were also investigated. The first question focuses on courses in general, whereas
the second question addresses foreign language teaching.
1. How do students perceive teacher assessment practices and feedback
in general upper secondary education? (sub-study I)
2. How do students perceive teacher feedback in foreign language
teaching? (sub-studies II and III)
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This dissertation comprises three separate but interrelated sub-studies. The first
article and the third article were both quantitative and qualitative in nature,
while the second article was purely quantitative. In other words, mixed-methods
research was employed. The aim of using mixed-methods research is to understand
phenomena better with a range of methods. When multifaceted methods are
employed in educational research, it advances the knowledge of learning and
teaching (Mackey & Bryfonski, 2018). Surveys were used to gather the data for
all the studies, which is common in educational research (Tuckman & Harper,
2012). The data for Study I were collected in 2018, and for Studies II and III in
2018 and 2019. Table 7 depicts the objectives, participants, data and main analyses
used in Studies I–III.
Table 7. Objectives, participants, data and main analyses of the Studies I–III.
Study

Objectives

Participants

Data

Main analysis

Study I

918 students
to find out
students’
perceptions of
assessment and
how they are able
to use teacher
feedback

survey responses
for closed-ended
and open-ended
questions,
quantitative and
qualitative

one-way ANOVA
deductive content
analysis

Study II

to compare
students’
perceptions of
feedback at
proficiency levels

160 students
of English and
95 students of
Swedish

survey responses
for closedended questions,
students’ essays,
quantitative

one-way ANOVA
one-way MANOVA
exploratory factor
analysis

Study III

to examine what
kind of feedback
encourages
students and how
students perceive
teacher feedback

160 students
of English, 95
students of
Swedish and
27 students of
French

survey responses
for closed-ended
and open-ended
questions,
quantitative and
qualitative

one-way ANOVA
one-way MANOVA
inductive content
analysis

As depicted in Table 7, a survey was used in all the studies. The aim of
the first article was to examine assessment and feedback practices in general in
Finnish upper secondary education. In other words, the aim was not to obtain
subject-specific information, but to examine the general picture of assessment and
feedback practices to pinpoint areas of focus for the second and third articles. The
first study showed clearly that there is a lack of feedback in general upper secondary
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schools. Studies II and III focus on feedback in foreign language teaching, and
the aim was to ascertain what perceptions students exhibit about feedback in
English, Swedish, and French courses. This focus was chosen since research on
feedback and assessment practices in foreign language teaching in general upper
secondary education has not sparked much interest in Finland.

4.1

Participants

All the participants in this dissertation were general upper secondary students,
most of whom were girls. Regarding Study I, 918 students from four general upper
secondary schools participated in this study. In terms of gender, 550 were girls
and 342 boys, while others did not indicate their gender. Two of these schools
are situated in southern Finland, and most of the participants came from these
schools. The third school is in Eastern Finland, and the fourth is an online school.
The participants in Study II comprised 160 students of English and 95 students
of Swedish (161 girls, 92 boys, two did not indicate gender). They came from
five schools, three of which are located in the metropolitan area of Helsinki. The
participants in Study III comprised 160 students of English, 95 students of Swedish,
and 27 students of French (185 girls, 95 boys, two did not indicate gender). They
came from six schools, four located in the metropolitan area of Helsinki. The
samples for Studies II and III were convenience samples. The students in Study
I participated in a project aimed at enhancing teachers’ assessment practices.
How many participants one should have in survey research is a perennial
question. According to Dörnyei (2007), a rule of thumb is that ideally, at least 100
participants should respond to a survey. The number of students in Study I was
above 100, as well as the number of the students of English in Studies II and III.
The number of students of Swedish is near this rule of thumb. Nevertheless, the
number of students of French is somewhat problematic. They were compared to
other students in Study III, and in comparative studies, each group should have
included at least 15 participants (Dörnyei, 2007). Therefore, the requirements for
quantitative research are met. In qualitative research, the number of participants
is not crucial; qualitative research is concerned with acquiring rich data to explore
a particular phenomenon (Dörnyei, 2007).

4.2

Context of the study

After basic education in Finland (grades 1–9), most students continue to either
vocational or general upper secondary education. Students are customarily 16
years old then. General upper secondary education usually takes three years, at the
44

end of which students take the matriculation examination, which is the only highstakes exam in Finland. In this exam, the minimal requirement is to complete four
tests. Out of these four tests, the only compulsory one is the test in the student’s
mother tongue, which is either Finnish or Swedish. Concerning foreign languages,
most Finnish students study English as a foreign language and Swedish as the
other national language. Concerning the number of courses in foreign languages,
students must complete six mandatory English courses (A syllabus, advanced) and
five Swedish courses (B syllabus, intermediate). However, some students might
have started to study Swedish in primary school (A syllabus), which means that
then they complete six Swedish courses in general upper secondary education. All
the students of Swedish in my dissertation had studied the B syllabus in Swedish.
French is an optional language, which means that students can start to study it
in basic or general upper secondary education, in which eight courses are offered.
Concerning the learning outcomes of general upper secondary education,
the national core curriculum (FNBE, 2016) entails several learning outcomes.
Students are expected to be able to analyse several phenomena, be aware of the
interdependent relationships between phenomena in life and contemplate issues
critically from many viewpoints. Development is also expected in other important
mental capabilities, as students are guided to ponder their identities, their place
in the world, and their values. Moreover, students are encouraged to ponder the
importance of science and arts. The essence of underlying values in teaching are
based on respect for human rights and life as well as equality. Cultural and human
diversity are perceived as being a richness, and students should be encouraged
to consider and value them (FNBE, 2016). Furthermore, the core curricula for
each school level include inherent aspects that teachers need to consider when
implementing teaching, such as assessment, the values of education, and specific
content of courses. However, teachers in Finland are autonomous (Kantelinen &
Hildén, 2016; Tirri & Laine, 2017), which means that individual differences occur
between teachers in how they implement the curricula into practice. Teachers are
active in the process of creating curricula, as based on the national core curriculum,
teachers construct the local school level curriculum, which entails the specific
guidelines of teaching for each school (Toom & Husu, 2016).
The core curriculum (FNBE, 2016) lists several objectives for foreign language
learning in general upper secondary education. Students are expected to become
confident language users, who use their language abilities creatively in a range of
contexts. Moreover, students’ abilities in foreign languages should be reinforced,
the students should be able to apply linguistic knowledge between languages, and
they should be able to assess their proficiency and use this assessment to plan
future language learning. Table 8 displays the expected proficiency levels of the
students after general upper secondary education.
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Table 8. Expected proficiency levels after general upper secondary education.
Language and
syllabus

Interaction skills

Text interpretation
skills

Text production
skills

Swedish B

B1.1

B1.1

B1.1

English A

B2.1

B2.1

B2.1

French B

A2.1

A2.1

A2.1

Note 1: In this table, it is assumed that the student started to study French during general
upper secondary education.

As shown in Table 8, the expected proficiency is the highest in English and
the lowest in French. The core curriculum (FNBE, 2016) explains comprehensively
what skills students should possess at these levels.
Students in Finland must study at least two languages beside their mother
tongue. For most students, this means studying Swedish as the other national
language and one foreign language, which is usually English, but English is
not officially a compulsory subject in Finnish education. Most students start
to study Swedish in the sixth grade, while English usually starts in the first
grade. Nevertheless, some students hold opposing attitudes to these languages;
students’ interest in studying Swedish is low (Juurakko-Paavola, 2012; Pitkänen &
Westinen, 2017), while their attitudes about studying English are high (Härmälä
et al., 2019). Students also master English better than Swedish (Pyykkö, 2017).
Moreover, knowing English is not considered to be a particular language skill
anymore in Finland. Rather, it is perceived to be a civic skill, but this does not
apply to learning Swedish even though it is the other national language in Finland
(Vaarala et al., 2021). In general, Finnish students study optional languages less
than before (Pyykkö, 2017). Simply put, studying optional languages seems to be
limited in Finland.

4.3

Data analysis

All the data used in this dissertation were gathered through two online surveys
(one for Study I and one for Studies II and III), which were pilot tested prior to
the actual data collection. In regard to the quantitative analyses, they were run
with the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Most of the analyses
were conducted with analysis of variance (ANOVA) and multivariate analysis
of variance (MANOVA), which are usually characterised as typical (Woodrow,
2014) and even classical methods of quantitative research (Thompson, 2013).
ANOVA compares the means and variances of variables (Tähtinen et al., 2020),
whereas MANOVA, instead of testing the difference, “creates composite/latent/
synthetic variable scores”, thereby approaching regression (Thompson, 2013, p.
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22). Alongside MANOVA, post-hoc tests were conducted to examine the groups
between which statistically significant differences could be detected (Flanagan,
2012). In Study II, correlation was used to investigate the relationship between the
sum variables of feedback with each other and with proficiency levels. Correlation
measures the linear relationship of two variables, but it does not consider the
predictive power (O’Brien & Scott, 2012). Exploratory factor analysis was also used
in Study II. The aim of factor analysis is to create groups of items that measure the
same issue (Tähtinen et al., 2020). Consequently, six sum variables of feedback
were created, and their reliability was explored with Cronbach’s alpha, and the
values were high for each sum variable (see 5.2). They were both used to explore
whether associations could be detected between two variables (Buskirk et al.,
2013; Tähtinen et al., 2020).
The requirement for using parametric methods such as ANOVA and MANOVA
is stringent as the variables should be normally distributed (Flanagan, 2012;
Tähtinen et al., 2020). If the data are not normally distributed, scholars recommend
using non-parametric methods (Tähtinen et al., 2020; Woodrow, 2014). The data
for Studies I–III were not normally distributed, which is common in education
(Bono et al., 2017). Compared to parametric methods, non-parametric methods are
less sensitive and might fail to depict differences between the variables (Pallant,
2010) as parametric tests are more robust (Cohen et al., 2007). Thus, parametric
methods were used to conduct the analyses, but the results were also checked with
non-parametric methods, namely Mann-Whitney U and Kruskall Wallis tests. In
cases of possible differences between the tests, the significance of the result was
determined by the value of the non-parametric test.
Content analysis was used for Studies I and III. It refers to “a research
technique for making replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other
meaningful matter) to the contexts of their use” (Krippendorff, 2013, p. 24). Several
types of text can be used in content analysis, including interview transcripts,
answers from surveys, and newspapers (Mayring, 2014). In this dissertation, the
texts used for content analysis were students’ targeted answers to the open-ended
questions. When employing content analysis for analysing the data, the unit of
analysis can be a clause, a grammatical structure, a word, or a sentence (Prior,
2014). Content analysis is a quintessential analysis method of qualitative research
(Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018). It is a flexible method that can be used independently
or with other methods (Prior, 2014). Usually, a distinction is made between
inductive and deductive content analysis. The former refers to analysing the data
without predetermined categories or themes, while the latter refers to analysing the
data using theories and models (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018). In Study I, deductive
content analysis was used, while in Study III, inductive content analysis was used.
Even though content analysis is a method of qualitative research, knowledge of
quantitative research is vital as the data can be analysed and reduced using
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quantitative methods and particularly descriptive statistics (Drisko & Maschi,
2015). Furthermore, inter-coder reliability is essential in content analysis to ensure
the quality and reliability of the analysis (Mayring, 2014). I had a co-writer in each
of the articles in which I used content analysis, and I thoroughly explained my
coding process and the themes emerging from the analyses to the second author
who confirmed my analyses.

4.4 Ethical considerations
Ethics is a ubiquitous feature of research in all fields, and the ethical dilemmas in
educational research are usually complex (Stutchbury & Fox, 2009). Hence, it is
crucial for researchers to recognise and ponder the ethical issues in their research.
Even though this dissertation is not a typical example of teacher research, several
ethical criteria of teacher research are still pertinent. According to Lankshear
and Knobel (2004, p. 103), these include (but are not restricted to): have a valid
research design, obtain informed consent, avoid deception, minimize intrusion,
ensure confidentiality, minimize risk of harm, demonstrate respect, avoid coercion
or manipulation, and reciprocate.
The aforementioned criteria have been considered in this dissertation. When
this doctoral research began, the research design was planned meticulously. I read
relevant research, sought feedback from colleagues, discussed the plan and surveys
in meetings, and conducted pilot studies prior to collecting the actual data. I also
used some of Pollari’s (2017) questions in my own research as we partially studied
similar issues. When the actual study was implemented, all the participants were
provided with a consent form stating the objectives of the study, what was expected
from the students, and the fact that participation was voluntary, and that anyone
could withdraw at any time. Every student participating in this study signed the
informed consent form. In other words, the students were aware of what was
being studied, and they were not tricked or deceived in any way.
All research involving humans can be seen as intrusive; however, the level
of intrusiveness varies (Lankshear & Knobel, 2004). I endeavoured to minimise
intrusion as much as possible. The surveys focused on issues pertinent to my
research questions, and no inappropriate issues were asked about. Lessons were
not observed, so my presence did not affect students’ lessons, except for the time
allocated for answering the survey and writing the essay for Study II. However,
teachers had the opportunity to use the essay as an assignment for the course and
to grade it. Therefore, writing the essay was not necessarily intrusive, because
students in general upper secondary schools often write essays and shorter texts
in foreign language teaching. Moreover, I decided with the teachers when the
students would write the essays and when they would answer my survey. This
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was to ensure that the teachers could plan their course and consider my study in
their plan. However, I decided on the topic of the essay, as it had to be the same
for all the students in the same course. When the students wrote the essay on the
same topic, it facilitated the process of assessing proficiency levels.
Confidentiality was considered in this thesis. However, when the students
answered the survey for Studies II and III, they answered with their own name.
Research is usually anonymous, but it was imperative that students use their
own name because I examined the relationship between students’ perceptions of
feedback and their CEFR levels in Study II. Put differently, it was essential to know
which answer came from which student so that I could add the CEFR level for
each student. This was explained to the students in the consent form. When the
levels were determined and added to each student in SPSS, I deleted the names,
ensuring anonymity in the dataset. When processing personal data, I meticulously
followed the guidelines of the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity (2019).
The results and the background information in each article are presented in such
a way that no-one can recognise the schools or the students. Direct quotes from
the dataset were used in articles I and III, but they were anonymous, therefore,
the students could not be recognised. Regarding potential risks, it is impossible
to foresee all the possible harms of the research (Lankshear & Knobel, 2004). I
discussed the potential harms of research with colleagues and concluded that the
risk of harm was minimal. I did not conduct any interventional studies, nor did
I study any sensitive or personal topics. When pondering the possible harms, I
consulted the guidelines of the ethical review board (University of Helsinki, 2021).
Showing respect for students in research entails taking the students’ privacy
into consideration; research that intrudes into students’ moral or religious lives
should be avoided, and the study should be useful for students (Lankshear &
Knobel, 2004). This thesis did not intrude into students’ personal lives at all,
and the topic of feedback and assessment is extremely important to students.
As mentioned, the core curricula (FNBE, 2016, 2019) accentuate multifaceted
feedback and assessment practices, and student feedback literacy is a current
and focal topic in education. Therefore, the topic of my research is important for
students. Moreover, coercion or manipulation might cause problematic situations
in research if students produce opinions and act in ways that they think the research
would like to obtain and observe (Lankshear & Knobel, 2004). The risk of that in
this research was minor, as I did not investigate my own students. Therefore, it can
be speculated that the students did not feel the need to lie about their perceptions.
The last criterion mentioned above is reciprocation. Researchers cannot take
for granted that students would like to participate in their studies. Therefore, it
is vital that researchers acknowledge the participation of students and show it in
practice (Lankshear & Knobel, 2004). I expressed my gratitude to the participants
and emphasised how their participation was valuable and important. However, I did
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not offer any special “prizes” for the participation. For example, some researchers
might offer cinema tickets or gifts cards for participation, but I find that to be
problematic. That might mean that the participants have no real interest in the
actual study, and they only want to get “the prize” and do not answer thoroughly.
Consequently, I decided not to employ the strategy of awarding the students with
something.

4.5

Validity considerations

In addition to ethics, it is important to discuss the validity and reliability of this
dissertation. Validity refers to whether the research methods have measured what
they were supposed to measure, and whether the research itself is believable
(Woodrow, 2014). A distinction is usually drawn between external and internal
validity. External validity reflects whether the results can be generalised, while
internal validity reflects how well the variables explain the results (Woodrow,
2014). However, it is imperative to keep in mind that no study is 100% valid (Cohen
et al., 2007), and validity is fundamentally a question of degree (Messick, 1993).
Concerning the dissertation at hand, the methods of analysis have been explained,
including how they were used. The values needed for determining whether results
are significant or not have been reported, as well as how the second author agreed
with the qualitative analyses if the first author. Therefore, it can be argued that
this dissertation fulfils the requirements of internal validity. However, external
validity is slightly problematic because the participants in Studies II and III were
convenience samples. As discussed by Kukull and Ganguli (2012), convenience
samples can extend existing knowledge on issues, particularly if a study is found
to be internally valid. Hence, using convenience samples in this dissertation does
not automatically decrease external validity.
Recently, other important aspects of validity have been discussed in the
literature, one of which is consequential validity, which refers to using the results
from the research for legitimate purposes (Cohen et al., 2007). The main results
from this thesis have been presented at national and international conferences
and based on the discussions with colleagues, it seems that teachers and teacher
educators have considered my results when enhancing current practices. No illegal
use of the results has been reported.
Another type of validity is catalytic validity, which can be defined as ensuring
that current practices are improved, based on the results from the research (Cohen
et al., 2007). There is no evidence of this type of validity, because it is uncertain
whether current practices have indeed been enhanced in Finland. However, as
mentioned, the results have been reported at conferences and various seminars.
Thus, it can be speculated that current practices will gradually improve. Moreover,
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the most salient results have been popularised, in other words, disseminated to a
larger audience that does not necessarily read scholarly articles. Content validity, in
turn, means that the instrument covers a range of items and issues of the domain
it is supposed to measure (Cohen et al., 2007). The instruments were planned
carefully, and the items were based on previous research and the literature. The
instruments were pilot tested before collecting the data with a dozen teachers
and students. Based on the pilot study, minor adjustments were made, such as
ambiguous items were clarified, and irrelevant items were omitted. No major
changes were made. In Study II, several items were chosen from Pollari’s (2017)
study, which increases the validity, as she was able to collect pertinent data with
her instrument. Factor analysis was also conducted in Study II, which yielded
high alpha values for the sum variables. These values attest to the validity of the
instrument.
The validity of this dissertation can also be assessed from the point of view
of construct validity. It means that the researcher’s construction of the issue at
hand corresponds to prevailing constructions in the field (Cohen et al., 2007). A
comprehensive literature review was conducted to obtain a clear understanding of
salient theories, research terms, and their definitions. This was further enhanced
by in-depth discussions with other scholars. Lastly, ecological validity will be
discussed, which refers to the fact that the research portrays real-life settings
accurately (Cohen et al., 2007). Some threats to ecological validity are present
in this dissertation. No lessons were observed, as the focus was on students’
perceptions. They might collide with teachers’ perceptions and what teachers do
in the classroom. Further, effect sizes were small in Study III. Nevertheless, most
of the participants were girls, which reflects real-life settings because most students
in general upper secondary education in Finland are girls (Vipunen, 2021).
To summarise, it can be argued that the principles of validity were met
for the most part in this thesis. I familiarised myself with previous research,
theories and models as well as used the knowledge from this literature to plan
and to create the instrument. The details of the data collection, analyses, and the
results are reported clearly. However, because convenience samples were used in
Studies II and III, the requirements for external validity were not entirely met,
and the knowledge of the enhancement of current practices based on this thesis
is slightly limited.
Reliability is an indisputable aspect of validity. The reliability of the study
reflects whether the study can be replicated and whether the results are consistent
(Woodrow, 2014) and accurate (Cohen et al., 2007). The articles encapsulate
accurate descriptions of the participants, what they were asked, and how the
data were analysed. Ergo, the studies are replicable. Moreover, no problems
were detected when the data were collected: the students were able to answer the
questions, and no disturbances, such as traffic, were detected when the students
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answered the survey. However, the number of students studying foreign languages
was smaller compared to the number of participants in Study I. In particular, few
students were studying French. It is an optional language, and the number of
students studying those languages has diminished over the years: most general
upper secondary school students in 2014 and in 2019 studied only English and
Swedish, and less than 9% of them studied French in 2019 (Statistics Finland, 2021).
Therefore, obtaining students of French for this study was extremely difficult.
This might be perceived as being a threat to the reliability of this thesis. However,
students of French were not included in the second article, which was purely
quantitative, due to the small sample size. They were present in the third article,
in which mixed methods were used. The number of participants in qualitative
research is usually smaller compared to quantitative research, which is why it was
decided to include the students of French for Study III. Therefore, the requirements
of reliability are mostly met in the dissertation at hand.

4.6

Limitations

As with all research, this thesis is subject to some limitations. First, some of
the participants were convenience samples, most of whom came from southern
Finland. This limitation relates to both external and ecological validity and the
generalisability of the results. Particularly for Studies II and III, it was somewhat
difficult to obtain random participants as the students were required to write an
essay and that was more time-consuming for teachers as they had to give more
time for this research than merely answering a survey. The essay was not needed
for Study III, but the data were collected simultaneously for both studies. If the
data had been collected separately, the number of participants for Study III might
have increased. Moreover, the results are tentative particularly concerning French
students, as the number of these students was 27. As French is an optional language,
the overall number of students learning it is significantly lower than those of
English and Swedish, which are usually mandatory languages for students. Even
though the number of students in each language (English N=160 and Swedish N=
95) was not very high, the strength of my research is that a written essay exists
for most of these participants and thus, their proficiency levels could be assessed.
This can be combined with the survey answers in future research to ascertain
how proficiency in written skills affects students’ perceptions.
Second, one of the strengths of the current study is its manifold use of
both qualitative and quantitative methods. Nevertheless, the analyses used are
somewhat typical and even classical, as mentioned above. More sophisticated
methods, such as multilevel regression models, might have yielded additional
information on students’ perceptions of feedback.
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Third, the results from Study 1 are not subject-specific, which is a threat to
ecological validity. What this means is that general perceptions of assessment and
feedback were studied, and the results cannot provide information on whether
their perceptions differ between subjects. However, this can also be a strength
as scholars can use this study as a foundation for future subject-specific research
on feedback. Put differently, scholars can target their future research on issues
that have been found to be problematic in general, and subsequently, scholars can
examine whether lack of feedback exists in every subject or whether the assessment
practices are one-sided.

53

Summary of the original studies

5

SUMMARY OF THE ORIGINAL STUDIES

In this section, the main content of the Studies is summarised.

5.1

Study I
Mäkipää, T., & Ouakrim-Soivio, N. (2019). Perceptions of Finnish Upper
Secondary School Students of the Assessment Practices of Their Teachers.
Journal of Teaching and Learning, 13(2), 23–42.

The aim of Study 1 was to examine assessment and feedback practices in Finnish
general upper secondary schools. More specifically, we focused on the experiences
students have of assessment, how assessment practices could be improved, and
how they perceived their ability to use and understand teacher feedback. A total
of 918 students from four general upper secondary schools answered an online
survey that focused on general perceptions of assessment and feedback, not subjectspecific. The survey included both open- and closed-ended questions (Likert 1–4).
Deductive content analysis and ANOVA were used to analyse the data. Gender,
school, and the number of study years were used as independent variables. In
Finland, differences have been found in school grades between boys and girls
(Hildén & Rautopuro, 2014), between schools in basic education (Hildén et al.,
2016; Ouakrim-Soivio, 2013) and in the results from the matriculation examination
between schools (Kupiainen et al., 2018). Thus, including the aspect of school
and gender was deemed to be suitable for understanding how students perceive
teachers’ assessment and feedback practices. In cases of statistically significant
findings, eta-squared were also used. The first author used deductive content
analysis to analyse students’ experiences and perceptions of teacher assessment
practices in the open-ended questions. The codes and the themes that emerged
from the dataset were discussed with the second author who gave feedback on
the analysis. Based on these comments, the first author refined the codes and
themes. The second author oversaw the quantitative analyses.
The results showed that students perceptions of the teachers’ assessment
practices were that they were somewhat traditional, meaning that teachers
primarily use exams at the end of the course. Students also expressed the belief that
even if teachers’ assessment practices are not diverse, differences can be detected in
the practices between subjects and teachers, and that peer and self-assessment are
not useful methods of assessment. The students also pointed out that when a course
starts, they understand how they will be assessed. Moreover, students had mostly
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regarded assessment to be negative, and the most common reason for this was lack
of teacher feedback. However, some students had positive experiences, mainly that
feedback had helped them. To enhance teachers’ assessment practices, students
proposed that teachers give more feedback and particularly individual feedback
and that they do not emphasise exams as much. Regarding understanding and
using feedback, most students were able to understand and use teacher feedback.
However, most students were unanimous that they do not receive enough feedback
from teachers, but that the practices seemed to vary between teachers. As these
results show, lack of feedback manifested itself in the responses to several of the
survey questions.
To conclude, these results indicate that assessment and feedback practices in
Finnish general upper secondary education do not meet the requirements set by
the core curriculum (FNBE, 2016), which strongly maintains that teachers should
give diverse feedback to students and that assessment should be multifaceted.

5.2

Study II
Mäkipää, T. (2020). Feedback practices in language classes in Finnish
general upper secondary schools. Apples - Journal of Applied Language
Studies, 14(1), 103–123.

The main aim of this study was to examine students’ perceptions of feedback
in English and Swedish courses, and to compare whether the perceptions differ
between proficiency levels. The participants were 160 students of English and 95
students of Swedish from five general upper secondary schools, who answered an
online survey. To measure their proficiency (CEFR) levels, the students wrote an
essay. However, not all students wrote the essay. As a result, essays were obtained
from 134 students of English and 86 students of Swedish. The topic of the essay
was related to the themes of the course they were attending. For example, the topics
included environmental or cultural issues. However, is it vital to bear in mind that
full CEFR exams typically include a variety of tasks for measuring language skills,
such as listening and reading comprehension, but that kind of an exam lay beyond
the scope of this study. Furthermore, an external rater assessed every sixth essay
from each general upper secondary school to increase the reliability of this study.
In practice, the rater assessed 22 English essays, and we agreed on 16 essays (73%).
The rater also assessed 13 Swedish essays, eight of which we agreed on (62%).
Initially, the factorability of the items was examined. The Kaiser-MeyerOlkin measure of sampling adequacy was .79, above the recommended value of
.60, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ²(231) = 2724.133, p<.001).
Thus, with the Maximum Likelihood method of extraction, six sum variables
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with Eigenvalues greater than 1 were created, explaining 72% of the variance.
Cronbach’s alpha was used to examine the consistency of the sum variables, and
the values ranged from .77 to .89, indicating high consistency. Table 9 displays
information on the sum variables.
Table 9. Information on the sum variables.
Sum variable

Number of items

Cronbach’s alpha

I want the teacher to correct all the mistakes.

3

.77

I want to correct all the mistakes myself.

3

.87

I would like to receive feedback on graded
items.

4

.83

I would like to receive feedback on the learning
process.

4

.89

Feedback has helped me in my studying.

3

.84

I receive feedback in courses.

5

.82

Gender and the CEFR levels were used as independent variables. In terms of
gender, the results showed that statistically significant differences were not found
in students studying Swedish. In general, they opted more for teacher correction
than self-correction, and they also preferred feedback on graded items more than
on learning process. They also perceived teacher feedback to be useful, but the
amount of feedback they received was not particularly high. Concerning students
studying English, analogous results were found. Additionally, one statistically
significant difference was detected: girls preferred error correction from teachers
more than boys (F=3.137, p=.045). However, the effect size (η2 = partial eta squared)
was small (0.02).
Students of Swedish were divided into three CEFR levels: A1, A2, and B1,
whereas students of English were divided into levels B1 and B2. Six students were
at level A2, and they were excluded from the analysis regarding the CEFR levels.
Differences between the CEFR levels were detected in three variables regarding
students of Swedish. Compared to lower-level students, higher-level students felt
that they were more willing to correct their own mistakes (F=4.357, p=.016), and
they found teacher feedback more useful (F=17.278, p<.001). They also felt that they
receive more teacher feedback (F=3.132, p=.049). The effect sizes (η2 = partial eta
squared) for self-correction (0.10) and receiving feedback (0.07) were moderate,
whereas for the usefulness of teacher feedback, the effect size was large (0.29). The
results indicate that teacher feedback had not been useful for low-level students in
Swedish courses, and they had not received feedback as much as high-level students
had received it. Furthermore, correlation analysis was conducted to explore the
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relationship between these three sum variables and the CEFR level. However, the
correlations were not convincing for self-correction and receiving feedback, but
the correlation was somewhat high for the fifth sum variable Feedback has helped
me in my studying (0.509). No differences were found in the sum variables when
the perceptions of students of English were compared. In addition, it seems that
teachers of Swedish give more feedback than teachers of English.

5.3

Study III
Mäkipää, T., & Hildén, R. (2021). What Kind of Feedback is Perceived
as Encouraging by Finnish General Upper Secondary School Students?
Education Sciences, 11(12), 1–15.

The objective of this study was twofold: to ascertain what kind of feedback
students find encouraging in Swedish, English and French classes, and to examine
whether students perceive teacher feedback to be an important aspect of teacher
assessment practices. The former included qualitative data, while the latter included
quantitative data. The participants were 160 students of English, 95 students of
Swedish, and 27 students of French from six general upper secondary schools.
The data from the online survey were analysed with mixed methods.
Concerning the first aim, students were asked to mention an example of an
encouraging teacher feedback practice. These answers were analysed using
inductive content analysis with Atlas.ti software. The first author analysed the data
and created the categories and the themes. These were discussed with the second
author, who agreed on the first author’s analysis and found it to be sound. For the
second aim, students were given a list of nine inherent aspects of assessment, and
they marked how pertinent they are for teacher assessment practices from their
perspectives. A Likert scale (1–5) was used for this question. Choice of these nine
items was based on the requirements of the national core curriculum (FNBE,
2016) on assessment, and literature on assessment and its functions. The items
were: assessing essays, assessing word tests, assessing written work, assessing
oral work, giving course grades, assessing exams, enhancing learning, recognizing
strengths, and giving feedback.
ANOVA and MANOVA were used to analyse the responses, and language and
type of school were used as independent variables. The six schools were divided
into two groups: average and reputable. Reputable school refers to a high-achieving
school, for which students need to obtain a high grade-point average (GPA) in
the final assessment at the end of basic education. For reputable schools, the GPA
was above nine, and for average schools, it was around 7.5 (on a scale from four
to ten, four meaning failed and ten meaning excellent). As mentioned earlier,
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differences between schools exist in terms of students’ grades. Students in reputable
schools also exhibit higher levels of metacognitive awareness (Mäkipää et al., 2021).
Feedback is vital for the learning process, and it was of interest to explore whether
differences on the importance of feedback can be detected in various schools.
The content analysis showed that feedback on the content of the work is
particularly encouraging to students. Namely, they want to receive feedback on how
to improve the work and what kinds of errors they had made. The students also
pointed out that feedback that is positive or critical is encouraging. Antithetical to
this, feedback on the learning process does not seem to be particularly encouraging.
Regarding teacher’s assessment practices, students perceive them to be primarily
summative. According to the students, assessment is mainly about course grades
and assessing exams, which are typical examples of summative assessment.
However, assessing essays was also ranked high. Essays usually include both
summative assessment in the form of a grade and formative assessment in the
form of comments. Nevertheless, compared to other dimensions, students failed
to see feedback as an important part of assessment as it was usually ranked the
lowest or second lowest of the nine items. Comparisons between the schools showed
that students in average schools perceived feedback to be more salient for teacher
assessment practices than students in reputable schools (F=7.453, p=.007), but the
effect size for the difference between the schools was weak (Ellis, 2010). Similarly,
differences in giving feedback were also found between the languages (F=6.083,
p=.003): students of French regarded feedback to be more salient than students
of Swedish (p=.002) or students of English (p=.022).
Table 10 illustrates the main findings of Studies I–III.
Table 10. Main findings of the articles.
Study

Main findings

Study I

• General upper secondary teachers mainly use summative assessment.
• Teachers’ assessment practices are one-sided.
• A lack of feedback is evident in courses.

Study II

• Higher-level students in Swedish courses feel that they have received more
feedback, that feedback has been useful, and that they are capable of
correcting their mistakes.
• For students of Swedish, feedback has been more useful, and they have
received more feedback compared to students of English.

Study III

• Feedback that focuses on improvement is encouraging for students.
• Feedback is not regarded to be a salient part of teacher assessment
practices.
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6

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The purpose of this dissertation was to examine students’ perceptions of teachers’
assessment and feedback practices in general upper secondary education in
Finland. Study I focused on teaching in general, while Studies II and III focused
on language teaching. As the following paragraphs summarise, the current state of
assessment and feedback in Finnish education gives cause for concern. Therefore,
several tangible suggestions on how to improve current assessment and feedback
practices will be proposed. Lastly, directions for future research will be discussed.

6.1

Students’ perceptions of assessment and feedback
practices in general upper secondary education

The objective of the first research question was to assess how students perceive
teacher assessment practices in general upper secondary education. Based on the
results from Study I, it can be deduced that assessment is traditional, one-sided,
and even harmful as most students have experienced more negative experiences
with teachers’ assessment compared to positive experiences. The traditional use
of assessment, in other words, exams, corroborates the findings of Vogt and
colleagues (2020), Popham (2018), and Atjonen and colleagues (2019). Additionally,
the practices undertaken by teachers contradict the guidelines of the national core
curriculum (FNBE, 2016), which clearly asserts that teachers are expected to assess
students using multifaceted practices. However, students felt that they were aware
of the assessment practices at the beginning of the course, which is a vital aspect
of student assessment literacy (Stiggins, 2014), but not all students were capable
of verbalising their learning. This means that more attention should be paid to
student assessment literacy. The fact that teachers heavily rely on exams contradicts
the recommendations of the American Federation of Teachers (1990) and Stiggins
(1995) as teachers should be skilled in choosing pertinent assessment methods for
specific purposes, and exams cannot be always regarded to the most pertinent type
of assessment. Given that the data are based on learners’ self-reported perceptions,
it is also possible that teachers have indeed used multifaceted formative assessment
practices, but students have not considered them to be assessment (Wiliam &
Leahy, 2015) as formative assessment is generally less tangible than summative
assessment.
The curriculum underlines the importance of feedback that teachers are
required to give to students in each course. Yet, students were unanimous that
teachers in general do not provide them with feedback. They also stressed that
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individual differences occur between teachers and subjects. Prior research has
also shown that differences in how teachers assess students are prevalent. For
example, in some schools, teachers assess students extremely strictly, whereas
in other schools, teachers tend to be more lenient (Hildén et al., 2016; OuakrimSoivio, 2013). This finding relates to summative assessment. The upcoming core
curriculum (2019) accentuates the formative aspect of assessment even more than
the current curriculum. Therefore, the results are worrisome, and a crucial question
emerges from the results: do students notice teacher feedback and understand what
it entails? Nevertheless, some students are indeed capable of using feedback for
moving forward in their learning process and for setting goals, which is in line with
the objective of the national core curriculum (FNBE, 2016). Basically, it means that
these students display signs of feedback literacy (Molloy et al., 2020). The students
also seem to appreciate teacher feedback as they stress that teachers should give
feedback to them. Nevertheless, this lack of feedback perceived by students suggests
that many teachers are lacking the formative assessment understanding (Popham,
2018), in other words, how to use formative assessment efficiently in teaching.
Lack of feedback is problematic for students’ learning. First, even though
feedback does not automatically guarantee learning (Brookhart, 2012a), it is a
powerful enhancement of learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b; Hattie, 2009;
Hattie & Timperley, 2007). If planned efficiently, feedback describes students’
current stage in learning, how they have achieved their learning goals, and what
they are to do next (Ruiz-Primo & Brookhart, 2018). However, one wonders how
students can move forward in their learning process if the amount of teacher
feedback is insufficient, or worse, non-existent. Second, this scarcity of feedback
also affects student feedback literacy. Feedback-literate students have a range of
strategies for using teacher feedback to amplify their learning (Carless & Boud,
2018). Even though students’ strategies were not studied in this dissertation, it can
be speculated that some students’ learning and feedback strategies are inadequate.
The lack of feedback reported by students might mean that students have not
been able to practise using teacher feedback accordingly as they have not received
feedback in the first place. Therefore, students cannot become feedback-literate.
This might hinder students’ learning considerably. For example, previous research
has shown that several university students in Finland are not capable of regulating
their learning (Virtanen et al., 2013), and feedback is a paramount feature of selfregulated learning (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). In other words, the lack of
teacher feedback might even decrease the number of self-regulatory learners in
the future. If students do not receive feedback, an important aspect of regulatory
processes is lacking, rendering it more challenging to become self-regulated. This
would be damaging for Finnish education as becoming a self-regulated learner
is one of the main objectives of the national core curricula (FNBE, 2016, 2019).
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6.2

Students’ perceptions of feedback practices
in foreign language teaching in general upper
secondary education

The second research question asked how students perceive teacher feedback in
foreign language teaching. Study II has shown that differences can be detected
in how students perceive the amount of feedback between English and Swedish
teachers: the latter give more feedback to students. This might be because students’
skills in English are superior to students’ skills in Swedish. Juurakko-Paavola and
Takala (2013) discovered that most of the students in 2012 reached the target level
in the English test (A syllabus) of the matriculation examination, whereas only a
quarter of the students reached it in Swedish (B syllabus). Ergo, teachers of Swedish
might use feedback more to support students in Swedish courses. Regarding the
matriculation examination, to pass the previous English and Swedish tests (autumn
2020), students required 51 points more in the English test (A syllabus) compared
to the Swedish test (B syllabus) (Matriculation Examination Board, 2021a). Hence,
teachers of Swedish might use feedback more than their colleagues of English due
to students’ poorer skills. As feedback is connected to motivation (Leenknecht et
al., 2020), another reason could be that teachers of Swedish attempt to motivate
their students with feedback. The number of students who take the Swedish test
has decreased drastically compared to the English test over the years, while no
change has occurred in the English test (Matriculation Examination Board, 2021b).
From this perspective, it can be deduced that the motivational factor might play a
key role here. In a nutshell, teachers of Swedish might endeavour to motivate their
students with feedback. This is indeed probable, since most students report a lack
of motivation for Swedish (Juurakko-Paavola, 2012; Pitkänen & Westinen, 2017).
Students’ proficiency and even type of school can affect students’ perceptions
of feedback. Previous research has also established that students perceive feedback
in several ways (e.g., Pollari, 2017). The perceived usefulness of feedback in Swedish
courses depends on the proficiency of the student, and the effect size was large.
This is in line with previous research: Hildén and Rautopuro (2014) studied
learning outcomes of A level Swedish and discovered that lower-level students
do not pay attention to or even notice teaching practices as much as higherlevel students. Based on my studies, higher-level students have found teacher
feedback to be more useful than lower-level students. This is problematic from
the students’ point of view because equality is one of the corner stones of Finnish
education. Put differently, students’ proficiency should not affect the usefulness of
teacher feedback, and the national core curriculum (FNBE, 2016) stipulates that
every student should receive feedback from teachers. No mention is made about
proficiency in this context. What this means is that every student should have
equal rights to diverse feedback, regardless of their proficiency or any other type of
61

Discussion and conclusions

personal characteristic. The results do not explain why higher-level students have
found teacher feedback to be more useful, however, some possible explanations
can be speculated. The discrepancy could be attributed to lack of motivation,
which is common in studying Swedish (Juurakko-Paavola, 2012). Therefore, the
lower-level students of this dissertation might not be motivated to study Swedish
and consequently, they overlook teacher feedback altogether and rate it as not
being useful. Students might also disregard teacher feedback if they consider it
to be unhelpful (Leontjev, 2016b). Another possibility is that lower-level students
struggle in language learning in general and do not necessarily have the strategies
and skills needed to study languages efficiently and successfully. As feedback
should be personalised (Dawson et al., 2019), one wonders whether teachers have
succeeded in targeting their feedback at the student’s needs. If students display
inadequate learning strategies, they might fail to understand teacher feedback and,
consequently, it becomes not useful. Indeed, students do not always understand
the content of teacher feedback (van der Kleij, 2019).
Another interesting finding regarding students of Swedish was that higherlevel students feel that they have received more teacher feedback than lower-level
students. One can only speculate on the reasons for this. In addition to the reasons
outlined above, it is possible that some students do not always notice teacher
feedback (van der Kleij, 2019). Consequently, these types of students might claim
that their teachers do not give feedback. This is detrimental to student feedback
literacy. Unclear feedback or lack of feedback can cause negative rapport between
the student and the teacher (Baran-Lucarz, 2019), which contradicts the national
core curriculum (FNBE 2016) that emphasises the interactional relationship
between a teacher and a student. In other words, inadequate feedback practices
can hinder learning.
The results from Study III clearly show that foreign language students do not
consider feedback to be an important aspect of teacher assessment practices in
foreign language teaching. Instead, assessment is primarily viewed as summative.
However, this result is not surprising. As prior research has established that
assessment practices in Finnish schools are summative (Atjonen et al., 2019), this
might affect how students perceive assessment. What this means is that if teachers
are prone to using exams and other types of summative assessment, students
start to associate assessment with summative practices. This is pernicious as the
upcoming national core curriculum for general upper secondary education (FNBE,
2019) discusses the formative and summative aspects of assessment and clearly
outlines the need for formative assessment. This emphasis of formative assessment
is also prevalent in the current national core curriculum, but this emphasis is more
noticeable in the upcoming curriculum. The tendency for emphasising summative
assessment impedes feedback literacy. If students fail to recognise feedback as a
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salient part of teacher assessment practices, it can be concluded that most of the
students in Study III are not feedback-literate.
However, feedback is regarded as being more important for teacher
assessment practices in average schools than in reputable schools. The GPA needed
to enter the average schools examined in this dissertation was lower than that
required to enter reputable schools. Students in reputable schools exhibit higher
levels of metacognitive awareness than students in average schools (Mäkipää et
al., 2021). Therefore, it can be hypothesised that students in reputable schools
display higher learning to learn skills and are more autonomous. Consequently,
they do not necessarily rely on teacher feedback as much compared to students in
average schools. Similarly, teachers might also assume that students in reputable
schools do not require as much feedback, thanks to their learning to learn skills.
Another conspicuous difference was the fact that language-wise, statistically
significant differences were detected in how feedback was perceived in teacher
assessment practice. Students of Swedish, who had the lowest mean, differed from
students of English and students of French. In other words, students of Swedish
fail most to see the role of feedback in teacher assessment practices. This finding
is contradictory to Study II, in which I discovered that teachers of Swedish give
more feedback than teachers of English. In essence, despite the higher amount of
feedback that teachers of Swedish give, students fail to recognise the relationship
between feedback and assessment. In turn, this might reveal that most students
are not assessment-literate.
Concerning Study III, encouraging feedback in foreign language teaching
seems to relate to the content of the work as students are interested in feedback
that contains information on how to improve their work. This corroborates the
findings of Hepplestone and Chikwa (2014), Winstone and colleagues (2016),
and Gamlem and Smith (2013). Students would also like to receive feedback on
mistakes, which is in agreement with Roothooft and Breeze (2016) and Huang
and Jia (2016). These findings are consistent with Figure 4 (see 2.2), in which it is
stated that feedback should change the student somehow. With teacher feedback
on the content and improvement of the work, students hopefully learn more and
subsequently use this knowledge in future works. This will enhance learning,
which is fundamental if feedback is to be efficient. Compatible with this, the results
from Study II indicate that students prefer teacher correction to correcting one’s
own mistakes. Related to error correction, girls prefer it in English courses. This
result could be attributed to girls’ possible insecurity of their own English skills
(Härmälä et al., 2014). Students of Swedish at higher proficiency levels prefer selfcorrection compared to lower-level students. This is hardly surprising as language
proficiency is greater at higher levels, thereby facilitating the process of noticing
and correcting one’s errors. Interestingly, the dialogic nature of feedback (cf. Figure
4) was mentioned only by a handful of students even though scholars (Askew
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& Lodge, 2000) and the core curriculum (FNBE, 2016) emphasise it. Similarly,
electronic feedback was not mentioned even though books and exams are mostly
electronic in general upper secondary education.
Students of Swedish tend to prefer positive feedback; they might feel that
positive feedback motivates them more to study Swedish. Nevertheless, it was
found in both Studies II and III that students do not perceive feedback on the
learning process to be particularly important, although students of French
perceived feedback on the learning process to be of importance more than their
peers found of English and Swedish. This might be because Finnish students
must study at least two languages, which are usually English and Swedish. In
essence, only students genuinely interested in language learning usually choose
additional languages for their repertoire, indicating that those students already
exhibit the skills needed for successful language learning, and subsequently, they
acknowledge the pertinent role of the learning process in language learning. Still,
the results seem to suggest that most students fail to acknowledge the focal role
of learning process in education. As learning always takes place before receiving
feedback (Hattie, 2009; Hattie & Timperley, 2007), the important role that the
learning process itself plays in learning should be more underscored to students.
As mentioned already, the national core curriculum (FNBE, 2016) entails several
ambitious goals for learning, such as self-regulated learning, learning to learn
and lifelong learning. These ambitious goals are not achieved overnight, and the
national core curriculum discusses the important role of the teacher in these
processes. Moreover, feedback in general plays a key role in the learning process
(Shute, 2008). Therefore, teachers should consider the role of the learning process
more in teaching. Namely, they should crystallise the importance of the learning
process to students. This could be achieved by discussing the effect of learning
strategies, pondering their influence on learning, and providing training to use
them. Another tangible suggestion could be to strengthen the notion of personal
learning goals; when a new course starts, sufficient amount of time could be
devoted to contemplating personal goals for the course, and these goals should
be explored and reflected upon continuously during the course. This might make
students realise the power of personal goals and that students are learning new
skills and issues for their sake, not for the teacher’s sake. Consequently, future
students might start to recognise and value the importance of learning process.
To recapitulate, the main findings of this dissertation are highlighted in Figure 5.
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teacher education. However, summative assessment is underscored in teacher
education (Vattoy et al., 2020) even though several seminal papers have shown
how feedback amplifies learning (e.g., Black & Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b; Hattie &
Timperley, 2007). This tendency for overusing summative assessment might even
explain why the students in Study III do not regard feedback to be a salient part
of teacher assessment practices. Consequently, when the value and significance
of formative assessment is incorporated into teacher education, future teachers
will be able to employ formative assessment accordingly. However, the change
in teacher education will not take place overnight, but it is imperative that there
be alterations. For example, student teachers at the University of Helsinki must
take a mandatory course on assessment, which is five credits. At this moment, the
course (in the language section) comprises six lectures and ten group meetings.
However, out of the six lectures, only the first is mandatory. In group teaching,
85% attendance is required. This means that a student can pass this course by
participating in the first lecture and nine group meetings (and obviously by doing
the course assignments). This raises the crucial question of how we can expect
student teachers to learn how to assess with this amount of teaching. Nevertheless,
this problem also exists at other Finnish universities, where the amount of teaching
of assessment is similarly sparse (Atjonen, 2017). However, caution must be applied
to Atjonen’s study as the data for it were collected in 2015, and it is possible that
assessment teaching has improved since the publication of her study. Nevertheless,
one can speculate that most teachers of the students in this thesis have received
insufficient teaching on assessment as they most likely graduated before 2015.
Likewise, international research corroborates the claims that student teachers have
not been trained adequately to assess students (Stiggins, 2014), and that student
teachers exhibit insufficient and even erroneous knowledge of assessment (e.g.,
Beziat & Coleman, 2015). As Stiggins (2014, p. 72) asserts, “[f]or decades, we’ve
remained blind to practitioners’ lack of competence in classroom assessment.” Even
though Stiggins was alluding to American education, Finnish research also raises
serious questions about teachers’ assessment literacy. Therefore, I argue that the
content of teacher education must be updated urgently in order to educate future
teachers with germane knowledge of assessment. This will subsequently enhance
teacher feedback literacy.
Second, as stated above, it can be concluded that most teachers are not
assessment-literate. Obviously, this means that multifaceted training is of the
utmost importance for in-service teachers. More specifically, I recommend that
this in-service training is concentrated on formative assessment and particularly
feedback. If teachers do not rely solely on summative assessment, it will increase
their assessment literacy (Newfields, 2006). Thus, when teachers discover
innovative and diverse assessment practices, they will be able to amplify students’
learning processes better. In practice, this means that future teachers’ assessment
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practices will adhere better to the guidelines of the national core curricula (FNBE,
2016, 2019). Indeed, the correct use of assessment is crucial because assessmentilliterate teachers can even impede learning (DeLuca & Klinger, 2010). Moreover,
in-service training should aim to enhance teacher feedback literacy. When teachers
comprehend how feedback stimulates learning, what kind of feedback students
need, and how to deliver the feedback to students so that they understand it and
can use it, the ultimate beneficiary will be the student whose learning will be
considerably enhanced. This will subsequently amplify student assessment literacy
and student feedback literacy. From the perspective of the national curricula,
in-service training is also important because the curricula are rewritten about
every ten years. This means that the goals of language learning are reviewed and
updated, which also affects assessment practices.
Third, I argue that alongside formative assessment, student feedback
literacy must be amplified. Using the information provided in the feedback to
move forward in the learning cycle is one of the characteristics of feedback-literate
students (Carless & Boud, 2018). However, if students do not receive feedback from
teachers, students cannot enhance this vital aspect of feedback literacy. Feedback is
indispensable for students as it provides them with ancillary benefits: it enhances
motivation (Leenknecht et al., 2020) and is a prerequisite of self-regulated learning
(Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). Therefore, it can be concluded that feedback
affects several inherent aspects of learning and being a feedback-literate student
is vital. Yet, students fail to recognise the role of feedback in teacher assessment
practices. If feedback is lacking in courses, students cannot become feedbackliterate. Thus, it is vital that teachers revisit their course programmes. It is a
common conundrum in education that the amount of time allocated for teaching is
limited, but the curricula encompass a range of learning objectives. As the number
of students in one course can be high, some teachers might feel that they lack the
time needed for giving efficient feedback. However, as feedback is important for
everyone, it cannot be neglected.
Fourth, it was somewhat surprising that differences were detected in students
of Swedish but not in students of English. Therefore, it is of interest to ponder why
the answers of students of Swedish differ in terms of feedback. The motivational
factor might explain why some students have considered teacher feedback to be
useless. As lack of motivation is a problem in studying Swedish, demotivated
students might disregard teacher feedback or simply not use it at all. As English is
perceived to be a civic skill in Finland, it is possible that students want to develop
their English skills more than their Swedish skills. However, regardless of language,
feedback is a crucial aspect of language learning. Therefore, I recommend that
every language teacher critically should examine the content and the amount of
their feedback to ensure that their feedback practices are multifaceted. Particular
attention should be paid to the motivational factor in feedback practices in
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Swedish courses, and that feedback is useful for everyone regardless of proficiency.
Additionally, the amount of teacher feedback is also a crucial factor as teachers of
Swedish seem to give more feedback compared to teachers of English. Therefore,
the latter teachers should critically examine the amount of their teacher feedback
so that their students are provided with enough feedback.
Fifth, the whole concept of feedback should be revisited and updated, and
scholars, such as Carless (2020), are currently re-examining what feedback
actually encapsulates. Traditionally, feedback has been perceived as being a gift
from the teacher (Askew & Lodge, 2000). However, current scholars accentuate
the dialogic nature of feedback. In other words, students should be active in the
feedback process and discuss the feedback and their steps to move forward with
the teacher as feedback should be viewed as a partnership, not as a one-way
street (Carless, 2020). This partnership is key in the teacher-student relationship,
which is also highlighted in the national core curriculum (FNBE, 2016). A studentcentred approach in feedback is indeed of paramount importance as it enhances
students’ self-regulatory skills (Brooks et al., 2021). However, when asked what
kind of feedback encourages them, the students in Study III did not point out the
dialogic nature of feedback. Few students mentioned discussions with the teacher
on the content of the feedback. Thus, the nature of feedback as a dialogue between
a student and a teacher should be considered in education.

6.4

Suggestions for future research

This dissertation has successfully demonstrated the current stage of assessment
and feedback practices in Finnish general upper secondary education, and therefore
it has extended our knowledge of assessment and feedback in education. The results
and their implications have paved the way for the enhancement of these practices.
Nevertheless, further research is needed to explore feedback more closely. Student
feedback literacy is a neglected research area in Finland. However, this is not
surprising, as the term itself was launched only a decade ago. As feedback is an
instrumental aspect of learning, it would be of interest to assess how student
feedback literacy develops over the years. More specifically, a longitudinal study
could be used to measure student feedback literacy when students start general
upper secondary education, and follow-up measurements could be used to assess
how students’ understanding of feedback changes. For example, the follow-up
measurements could be executed once or twice a year. The measurements could
be used alongside surveys and interviews to ascertain pertinent factors affecting
the increase or decrease of student feedback literacy. However, in this kind of
a study, it is critical to consider that every teacher enhances (or is expected to
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enhance) student feedback literacy. If the researcher wants to focus only on
language teaching, the instruments have to be planned with care.
Based on the promising findings presented in this dissertation, a number
of future studies of teacher education are apparent. First, a longitudinal study
could focus on how the assessment teacher education courses have helped student
teachers understand the functions of assessment and assess students in practice.
A longitudinal study could measure teacher assessment literacy once a year for a
certain amount of time. With such a study, scholars would yield crucial information
on how teachers in the workforce assess students, how their perceptions of
assessment develop, and how successful or unsuccessful teacher education has
been in teaching about assessment for pre-service teachers. Some researchers have
indeed conducted studies of this kind, however, in the Finnish context they have
been sparse. The SALT project is currently studying student teachers’ assessment
literacy in summative assessment in Finland and Sweden. Another longitudinal
study could focus on formative assessment. Second, subject-specific research is
needed to discern how student teachers understand the concept of assessment.
This research could also enlighten how student teachers have internalised the
differences and interdependence of summative and formative assessment. Third,
to develop and diversify teacher education, further research is needed to elucidate
the kinds of assessment skills in-service teachers find crucial at the moment and
whether teacher education was able to provide capabilities for them. Consequently,
the content of teacher education can be improved.
As this dissertation focused primarily on language teaching, further
investigations are needed to examine other subject-specific perceptions of
assessment and feedback. Research on assessment in Finland has not focused
on specific subjects at school. What is now needed is research that elucidates
appropriate and supportive assessment and feedback practices in school subjects.
Pedagogy is different between subjects, as teaching languages or mathematics
includes aspects that are not necessarily relevant when teaching home economics
or geography. Thus, when research focuses on various subjects, future teachers will
be equipped with tangible knowledge and information on how to assess and give
feedback accordingly. Ultimately, this might even increase student feedback literacy.
As discussed above, I highly recommend the student-centred approach for
teacher feedback. Yet, this seems to have been a neglected area in research. As
articulated by Van der Kleij and colleagues (2019), much uncertainty still exists
about how this approach enhances learning, and how teachers can guide students
to adjust their learning with teacher feedback. Therefore, more intervention studies
could be conducted to determine how student-centred feedback affects learning
outcomes, learner autonomy, learning to learn skills, or engagement with feedback.
Future studies could also attempt to unravel differences in how various students,
such as students with special needs, engage with teacher feedback.
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