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Abstract 
The practice of dialogic feedback is gaining momentum in the higher education sector. Considering the value of this feedback approach for student learning, this paper explores how dialogic feedback has been understood in the literature, outlines the pre-requisites for effective dialogic practice and uses reflective illustrations to articulate how it has been operationalised in practice. It will highlight the theory/praxis divide and consider ways of developing this approach to assessment feedback to enhance the student learning experience. In this paper, relevant literature is examined to better understand the affordances and limitations of this feedback approach in order to make some evidence-based recommendations to improve practice.
Introduction 
The move to dialogic feedback positioned within a process of formative assessment (Beaumont, O’Doherty and Shannon, 2011), has been a response to some of the limitations of traditional feedback approaches as perceived by students (Hill and West, 2019; Office for Students, 2019). Reasons include issues around its timeliness and/or comprehensibility (Boud and Molloy, 2013; Nicol, 2010) as well as students’ emotional reactions to critical feedback (Pitt and Norton, 2017). Ferguson’s (2011) study with 566 Australian teacher education students found that “the vast majority considered assessment feedback a valued part of their learning when done effectively. Most admitted they were disappointed and frustrated when feedback was unclear, too brief or unhelpful in terms of their future learning” (p.60). Further, the move has also been informed by university teachers’ concerns over lack of student engagement with feedback (Norton, 2012). Hence the dissatisfaction with traditional feedback approaches has stemmed from concerns expressed by both - the students and their teachers.

Pedagogically, dialogic feedback is increasingly being accepted as a more effective way of helping students learn. It continues to attract research attention - as evidenced by a simple Google Scholar search in March 2020 that produced over 292 entries published in 2019-2020 alone. This type of feedback involves having a conversation with students about their work to resolve their misunderstandings (Blair and McGinty, 2013) and to help them develop greater appreciation of assessment standards (Sadler, 1989). The purpose is to encourage and facilitate the student to actively learn to enhance their performance through self-regulation (Zimmerman and Schunk, 2012). The process therefore shifts from a one-way transmission from teacher to student (a telling approach), to a two-way interaction between the teacher and the student (a dialogic approach). As Alexander (2020) asserts “Dialogic teaching is good for students” (p.2.). However, the practice needs careful consideration to promote effective forms of dialogic feedback rather than a wholesale uptake that may do more harm than good by disillusioning both students and their teachers. 
Understanding dialogic feedback 
One of the difficulties with dialogic feedback is that there are many different accepted definitions and approaches. This plethora is a clear indication that dialogic feedback has been understood, researched and practised in many different ways. Disciplinary differences, for example, reveal that many professional, vocational, and performance-based subjects already have a long tradition of using dialogic feedback. Whilst the practice is well-established in some disciplines, in many others it is a more recent introduction. There are also differences in delivery (asynchronous/synchronous) and whether the feedback is written or verbal or communicated face to face or virtually (using technology). Common to all, however, is the theoretical underpinning of social constructivism. In this conception, people actively construct knowledge and engage in a meaning making process by interacting with others. Language is central as is the acknowledgment of the learning context which is itself influenced by culture, history and society. 
Carless’s (2012) definition with its emphasis on trust is a useful starting point: 
“I define dialogic feedback as: interactive exchanges in which interpretations are shared, meanings negotiated and expectations clarified... Dialogic feedback is facilitated when teachers and students enter into trusting relationships in which there are ample opportunities for interactions about learning and around notions of quality”. (p.90)
Unpacking this definition, the key elements considered as pre-requisites for rendering effective dialogic feedback are: interactive exchanges, trusting relationships and negotiating meanings and clarifications.
The notion of interactive exchanges and sharing in dialogic feedback suggests an emphasis on the equality in the teacher-student relationship in this feedback approach. Deeley and Bovill (2017) suggest that the willingness to enter a more equal partnership relationship with students means teachers relinquish some of their power and students take on more responsibility for their own learning. The difficulty with this view is that any type of working partnership between teacher and student involves some form of inequality as ultimately the teacher influences the student’s degree outcome, a power that cannot be gainsaid. Cook-Sather (2002) argues that “most power relationships have no place for listening and actively do not tolerate it because it is very inconvenient: to really listen means to have to respond. Listening does not always mean doing exactly what we are told, but it does mean being open to the possibility of revision, both of thought and action. At a minimum, it means being willing to negotiate” (p.8). There are further difficulties with the equal partnership concept. The teacher will always be the ‘More Knowledgeable Other’ (Vygotsky, 1978) and so it would be unrealistic and unhelpful to suggest that no element of transmission from teacher to student is required.  
Essentially, effective dialogic feedback requires a working relationship between teachers and students that is based on trust. It is important that students trust both the process and the teacher who they are interacting with. Curzon-Hobson (2002) argues that such trust is “a necessary foundation for a critical, dialogical environment” (p.265) yet inevitably risks are involved. Teachers will need to provide freedom and encouragement for students to explore their potentialities in what is an uncertain and unknowable world (Barnett, 2004). Being authentic in their teaching means revealing that they too are still learning and they make errors. This is a significant risk in the current context of accountability and student evaluations. In the consumer-led model of higher education students need to set aside some of their expectations about feedback. Students need to understand that becoming more effective in learning and in producing improved assignments requires their active engagement. This necessitates relinquishing their traditional role of being passive recipients/consumers of feedback. 
Sadler (1989) is generally credited with inspiring a change to formative assessment through his theoretically based argument that for feedback to be effective, students must actively engage with the feedback process and thereby their own learning. As such, he is a fore-runner of those who advocate dialogic feedback. In essence Sadler argues that the tacit guild knowledge of teachers needs to be acquired by students so they can evaluate the quality of their own work, but the emphasis is still very much one-way. Planar and Moya (2016) suggest this is still a transmissive feedback model. Sadler’s approach raises two concerns. Firstly, the students are not involved in the co-construction of their feedback but instead are engaged in responding to it. Therefore, this type of feedback is not truly dialogic but considers students as passive receivers rather than active agents. Secondly, the passive receiver approach is led by the desire to raise students’ assessment performance rather than leading to a meaningful enhancement in their learning.  There is a possibility that this would lead to ‘superficial’ approaches to dialogic feedback; should it be about enabling students to enhance their assessment performance or should it be about enhancing their learning? 

A further issue associated with interactive exchanges in feedback is that they require a certain level of assessment literacy of both teachers and students. One of the most vexed issues in feedback is students often do not understand what the teacher’s comments mean and can be confused (Ferguson, 2011). According to Forsyth et al (2015) to be assessment literate requires familiarity with the language and process of assessment, and locating the assessment within the course context. Further, they suggest that assessment literacy requires an ability “to make critical decisions about the application of appropriate approaches and techniques to assessed tasks” (p.35). The literature implies there is a need for a more professional development in assessment theory and practice (Rust, 2007; 2011; Norton, Floyd and Norton, 2019; Montenegro, and Jankowski, 2020; Simper, 2020). 
Therefore to summarise, there are three key components essential to enable an authentic dialogic feedback approach. Firstly, equality and trust in the teaching-student relationship to allow for a genuine co-construction of the feedback. Secondly, adopting a process which makes an authentic attempt to move away from the traditional transmissive approach to a more dialogic feedback approach. Thirdly, ensuring optimum levels of assessment literacy amongst tutors and students to enable a meaningful engagement in the dialogic feedback process. Mindful of the pre-requisites discussed here, the next section offers reflective illustrations on some of the challenges experienced in operationalising dialogic feedback due to the social dynamics of the learning context.  
Reflective illustrations 
These reflective accounts are not intended to be research studies, they do not meet the criteria of a case study or of an auto ethnographic account; they are instead brief examples of our own experiences of practising dialogic feedback. Nevertheless we have applied the principles of reflexive praxis (Wildman and Miller, 2012) to ensure they are as authentic and as valid as possible. We did this through a process of offering up our narratives to each other for critical evaluation.
In the first narrative NR reflects on dialogic feedback on forum posts with her undergraduate students. She highlights the unique challenges posed by the online environment in engaging in a genuine dialogue in the feedback process. In the second, LN takes as her context the dialogic feedback approach she adopts with her doctoral students on their thesis writing. 
Reflective illustration 1. Forum Feedback to undergraduates (NR) 

Context
To encourage teacher-student and student-student collaboration and cooperation within a blended learning provision facilitated by the University in its outreach centres, forums were set up as an assessment component within the first year of an undergraduate degree by NR. The purpose was to support students’ learning by asking them to contribute asynchronously to a weekly forum to which the tutors and other students would respond. The aim was to engage in a dialogue to scaffold students’ understanding on the topic. However, the social dynamics of the online environment posed certain challenges.

Developing an equal relationship 
To promote a genuine dialogue the expectation would be for the tutor to post responses to student posts and be open to student scrutiny of these tutor responses. However, apart from the logistical implications of engaging in a dialogue with students due to the time commitment involved, there were other challenges. These included:
· visibility of the dialogue for all students and tutors accessing this space
· parity of attention and thought in the tutor responses to each student’s responses
· emotional labour attached in negotiating the lack of emotive element in the written dialogue. This required further sensitivity in ensuring the written word conveyed the meaning as intended.

Avoiding a transmissive approach 
Sustaining dialogue and avoiding transmission in the feedback is often a challenge in the online environment. This often arises due to students’ lack of response to the tutor’s forum. Another issue is when tutors respond in a way which may be perceived as a judgement on the students’ responses rather than an open conversation between them. This has the effect of transforming what was intended to be a dialogic approach to a transmissive approach. To sustain a dialogic approach in such online forum assessment requires an awareness of the uniqueness of feedback practices in online environments and the appropriateness of the language used to encourage dialogue between the tutor and students. According to Cook-Sather and Luz (2015) in establishing staff-student partnerships, both parties must redefine their role. For successful online dialogic feedback approaches there would need to be an appreciation of the lack of emotive and behavioural dimension requiring carefully negotiated guidelines of engagement by the partners, the staff and the students.  
Assessment literacy
The online environment poses some extra demands on both tutors and students in negotiating and co-constructing the meaning of the feedback. Opportunities for individualised conversations (such as via chatrooms which allow privacy) may be needed for tutors and students to negotiate the difference between the intended and perceived meaning of the feedback in such online assessments. Setting up the forum itself may require negotiations between tutors and students to facilitate shared understanding of the assessment process. Therefore, to maintain the integrity of online dialogic feedback process there is a need for professional development for tutors engaged in such processes due to the unique demands posed by the online environment (Winstone, Pitt and Nash, 2020). 

Reflective illustration 2. Feedback to doctoral students on their thesis (LN)
Context
The doctoral thesis writing process exemplifies some of the main principles of effective dialogic feedback, namely that it enables students to make changes while the work is still going on (Sadler, 1989, 2010; Boud and Molloy, 2013) and encourages self-regulating (Nicol 2009). It involves students submitting a draft prior to supervisory meeting that their supervisor comments on and shares prior to the meeting for discussion in the supervisor meeting. 
Developing an equal relationship
Doctoral supervision requires negotiating a new relationship or making changes to the existing relationship, to maintain a clear divide (Parker-Jenkins, 2018). This is particularly challenging in the context of professional doctorates where a colleague may often become a supervisee. Developing an equal and trusting relationship can be challenging particularly when discussing feedback that the supervisee may not be in agreement with, and who also is your colleague. For example, giving negative or critical feedback on poor thesis writing is especially challenging for both participants. It requires acute sensitivity as a supervisor by acknowledging the supervisee’s status as a colleague whilst fulfilling the role of supervisor on sharing honest criticism. 
Avoiding a transmissive approach 
The doctoral process requires students to ultimately become independent researchers (Bastalich, 2017). In terms of feedback on their thesis writing, the process entails a move from the more directive and transmissive approach at the outset to a more dialogic approach over time. Moving the focus of responsibility increasingly from the supervisor to the student has included strategies such as students:
· setting the agenda for meetings
· asking for specific feedback on work they submit prior to meetings
· writing up a supervision log which includes agreed action points for both student and supervisor. 
With less confident supervisees, helping them to write powerfully has been challenging but strategies such as ‘find your authorial voice’ and ‘demonstrate ownership of what you write’ have helped. Similarly, reminding them that they need to be able to justify their arguments and conclusions as their examiners may disagree with some of what they have written is a construal of the dialogic feedback process as a rehearsal for their formal viva.

Assessment literacy
Assessment literacy (Price et al , 2012) requires differentiation according to the discipline and also with the level of study. At doctoral level the supervisee is required to show higher order thinking skills in their writing including:
· synthesising a large body of research work
· critically evaluating it 
· establishing one’s unique contribution to new knowledge. 
Supervisory assessment always involves formative feedback for a thesis which will eventually be summatively assessed by academics other than the supervisor. Since it represents several years of work and often has career implications, this is a high stakes type of assessment. These tensions, together with the fact that doctoral students are mature learners often with professional experience, make the dialogue more complex in the feedback process. There have been times when feedback on thesis chapters has not always been well-received with the student acting defensively, angrily or sometimes just compliantly. In such cases, it takes a considerable amount of discussion between supervisor and supervisee to resolve the misunderstandings that can frequently occur with written comments. The aim is to enable the student to move forward with confidence but also with a realistic appreciation of what is expected at doctoral level. 
Conclusions and implications for practice
In this paper we have, through our analysis of relevant literature and through our narrative illustrations, emphasised affordances of the sociocultural perspective of the dialogic feedback process. We have considered the elements required for a successful dialogic feedback approach acknowledging in particular the fact that it is a product of a trusting and equal social interaction situated in and informed by the learning context within which it exists and occurs. We have considered the powerful influence of the unique assessment literacies demanded of tutors and students in various contexts, i.e. within an online context and in research degrees emphasising the social dynamics of the feedback processes and the unique challenges this might pose highlighting the theory-praxis divide. 

Our aim has been to explicate the kind of feedback that encourages students not only to improve their assessment performance but more importantly to develop their own ability to self-regulate their learning at university and beyond. 

The implications are that for dialogic feedback to be effective teachers would need to consider to what extent their feedback practice:
· facilitates a more equal partnership between assessor and assessed where ‘the more knowledgeable other’ in terms of assessment literacy is acknowledged as a valuable resource for the student
· accepts that establishing trust requires honesty and authenticity in the partnership
· enables deeper learning rather than the more superficial technical aspects which are focussed on improving just the assessment outcomes. 
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