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ARTICLE

A comparison of student and staff perceptions and feelings about 
assessment and feedback using cartoon annotation

Xin Zhao a, Andrew Cox a, Ally Lub and Anas Alsuhaibania,c

aInformation School, University of Sheffield, Sheffield, UK; bUrban Studies and Planning, University of Sheffield, 
Sheffield, UK; cDepartment of Information Systems, College of Computer Engineering and Sciences, Prince Sattam 
bin Abdulaziz University, Al-Kharj, Saudi Arabia

ABSTRACT

Evidence suggests that many higher education institutions have difficulty in 
managing student expectations around assessment and feedback, particu-
larly on the clarity of criteria and the fairness of outcomes. Because of its 
importance students also have strong emotions linked to the process, as do 
those who teach them. This research sought to explore how students and 
staff think and feel about assessment and feedback and the implications for 
assessment literacy. It adopted an interpretive methodology, using qualita-
tive data from focus group interviews combined with an innovative techni-
que of using cartoon illustrations, which were annotated by participants. The 
results revealed the wide range of emotions associated with assessment and 
feedback amongst both students and staff. Most emotions were negative. 
Students feel uncertain about the tasks set. The data also revealed a lack of 
dialogue between students and staff, with staff often actively avoiding it for 
fear of conflict. An underlying issue seemed to be that students did not 
understand many of the backroom processes and roles related to assessment 
and feedback, partly because of obscure terminology such as ‘moderation’ 
and ‘unfair means’. This points to deficits in assessment literacy, but the 
extent of existing staff emotional labour suggests that a literacy lens is 
inadequate in itself and we should consider the role of wider structures in 
creating failures of dialogue. The innovative cartoon annotation method was 
successful in bringing out aspects of both the emotional and cognitive 
experience of assessment, including hidden assumptions.
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Introduction

Assessment and feedback are critical parts of learning, but they are rather complex processes, open 

to differing interpretation and misunderstanding. For example, much of the jargon around the 

process in the Higher Education (HE) context, such as ‘moderation period’, ‘anonymous marking’ 

or ‘external examiner’, is far from transparent. Explanations offered in student handbooks tend to be 

written in a bureaucratic style. Assessment descriptions often also have low readability (Roy, Beer, 

and Lawson 2020). This may explain why National Student Satisfaction surveys in the UK continue to 

show that many students, albeit a minority, still do not feel that assessment is clearly explained or 

fairly marked (Office for Students 2019).

Assessment and feedback are surrounded by many emotions for students. Students have a strong 

investment in a positive outcome from a process that they evidently do not fully understand or trust. 

Furthermore, it is an area where staff are also inevitably conflicted, because they both desire to foster 
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learning and need to offer objective assessment. Given their different roles, students and staff are 

bound to experience the process very differently emotionally, but this creates ample room for 

misunderstanding and conflict. Research suggests that feedback is too often a one-way transmissive 

process that lacks the sort of dialogic exchange, which might help address these misunderstandings 

and differing emotions (West and Turner 2016; Yang and Carless 2013).

Recent work around feedback literacy has pointed to the need for students to be seen more as 

active partners in a dialogue than as passive recipients of information. For this to be possible, 

students need to develop the skills to recognise the value of feedback, evaluate quality in work 

and take action to improve, whilst managing their feelings (Carless and Boud 2018; Molloy, Boud, 

and Henderson 2020). Teachers on their side need the literacy to design learning to give students 

these cognitive skills, manage practicalities and be sensitive to the emotionality of feedback (Carless 

and Winstone 2020).

It follows that examining the alignment of student and staff understanding and emotions are 

central to improving the important processes of assessment and feedback. In this context, the 

purpose of this study is to explore differences in the understanding and feelings about assessment 

and feedback between students and staff. More specifically, it seeks to answer the following research 

questions:

(1) What are the differences between students’ and teachers’ perception of assessment and 

feedback?

(2) What emotions do students and staff experience during assessment and feedback?

(3) What are the implications for our understanding of assessment literacy?

In searching for an answer to these two questions, we need methods that give voice to tacit 

beliefs and the emotion associated with assessment and feedback. Arts-based methods are increas-

ingly being used in educational research because they have this sort of quality. In this study, we 

explored the use of a novel type of data collection method, cartoon annotation.

The paper begins by examining evidence of differing perceptions of assessment and feedback, 

before considering its emotional aspects for students and staff. The materials and methods used in 

the study are then explained, with emphasis given to explaining the innovative data collection 

method of cartoon annotation. The findings section first presents a content analysis of the cartoons 

and then considers the four main themes drawn from qualitative analysis of the cartoons and related 

focus group data. The discussion reflects on the significance of the main findings, and in the 

conclusion, practical recommendations are developed resting on these.

Differing perspectives on assessment and feedback

Research suggests that students and staff in Higher Education perceive assessment and feedback 

differently. For example, a number of studies have shown that staff see the feedback they give as 

better, more useful and fairer than do students (Carless 2006; Fletcher et al. 2012; Mulliner and 

Tucker 2017). This may reflect staff awareness of processes to ensure quality, such as moderation, 

which, however, are less visible to students (Fletcher et al. 2012). It may also arise from difficulties 

that students have in interpreting some of the languages used in assessment and feedback (Williams 

2005). Research has also often suggested that staff unfairly perceive students to only be concerned 

with marks (Mulliner and Tucker 2017). This may be linked to why staff have been found to focus on 

praise and correcting errors more than offering advice to improve in later assessment tasks 

(Orsmond and Merry 2011). This could also arguably be caused by the way that modularisation 

acts as a barrier to assessment for learning.

Another fundamental difference in perception is around what counts as assessment. Maclellan 

(2001) found that students experience assessment as ubiquitous, partly because they consider self- 

assessment to be important, whereas staff disregard self-assessment and purely focus on formal 
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assessment processes. In fact, neither group’s responses show a full appreciation of the range of 

principles of good feedback (Di Costa 2010). Neither group, in this sense, have full ‘assessment 

literacy’ (Stiggins 1995; Carless and Winstone 2020). Students should understand its purposes and 

processes, understand how to evaluate the quality of work, and know how to act on feedback 

(Charteris and Thomas 2017; Carless and Boud 2018). Staff need to have a good grasp of assessment 

purposes, of appropriate assessment tasks and quality standards, and of how to avoid bias (Stiggins 

1995; Carless and Winstone 2020). On the staff side, gaps in assessment literacy may arise from lack of 

formal training in the topic and from time pressures (Mellati and Khademi 2018).

The most recent large scale, cross-institutional study of differences in views on feedback revealed 

that, whilst their perspectives do continue to differ, both staff and students have relatively progres-

sive views of the subject (Dawson et al. 2019). Both groups see feedback as about improvement, not 

just about grades. But perspectives did diverge more on what constitutes effective feedback. Staff 

emphasised design of feedback, timeliness and the linking of feedback from one task to the next. 

Students emphasised the importance of detailed and specific feedback. Quality of feedback com-

ments was mentioned much less by staff.

Student and staff emotions in higher education

Such differences between students and staff are not confined to cognitive understanding, they also 

emerge in the domain of emotion, though this has been less researched. Emotion is now recognised 

as a central aspect of learning for university students and it is acknowledged that they experience 

a wide range of feelings, from joy and love to anger and fear. Until around 10 years ago, emotion in 

HE learning was a rather neglected topic of research (Beard, Clegg, and Smith 2007; Värlander 2008; 

Zembylas 2005). But given the dominance of the notions of constructivism in learning in theory and 

practice and the growth of interest in the social aspects of learning, it is not surprising that the 

importance of emotion in learning has become more recognised (Pekrun 2019). Current concerns 

with student well-being and mental good health also imply recognition of the role of emotion in 

learning (Thorley 2017).

Nevertheless, there remain large gaps in research on learning emotions, such as about the role of 

positive emotions, such as pleasure at achievement or a sense of belonging (Beard, Humberstone, 

and Clayton 2014). The emotion specifically around assessment and feedback also remains 

a relatively neglected topic for research (Shields 2015; Alqassab, Strijbos, and Ufer 2019). But it is 

suggested that feedback has a strong effective dimension (Yang and Carless 2013; Kluger and DeNisi 

1996). Ingleton (1999) suggests that the commonest emotions in learning are shame and pride. Wass 

et al. (2018) emphasise annoyance and frustration. However, Rowe, Fitness, and Wood (2014) found 

a very wide range of positive and negative student emotions around feedback. Some areas such as 

exam anxiety and achievement emotions seem better understood than others such as the emotions 

arising from the social aspect of learning (Rowe, Fitness, and Wood 2014). It is agreed that there 

needs to be recognition of the importance to motivation of emotional aspects of feedback (Pekrun 

et al. 2002) and the emotional response to feedback affects how it is used (Värlander 2008). Yang and 

Carless (2013) point to the need to manage the feedback process to account for students’ emotional 

responses and many new approaches to feedback recommend a more dialogic approach to giving 

feedback because it allows emotions to be acknowledged and worked through. Thus, an important 

aspect of feedback literacy is students’ ability to manage their emotions and staff sensitivity to the 

affective dimension (Carless and Boud 2018; Carless and Winstone 2020).

The emotions of university teachers are also an under-researched area, yet staff too experience 

a wide range of feelings in their role (Hagenauer and Volet 2014; Lahtinen 2008; Pekrun 2019). As 

Hargreaves (1998) puts it, teaching is an ‘emotional practice’. Teaching could also be seen as a form 

of emotional labour, where staff work hard to have the emotions deemed appropriate to the 

professional context (Steinberg 2008). Teachers’ emotions around assessment and feedback in 

particular remain under-researched. One study found that university teachers find assessment to 
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be emotionally challenging (Stough and Emmer 1998). It is understood that students feel stress 

around assessment, e.g., exam stress, but it is less recognised that teachers also feel stress around 

assessment and feedback especially anticipating problems from low achievers and from high 

achievers who might get less good mark than expected (Stough and Emmer 1998). Emotion is 

social, because it is linked to student behaviour and performance. Hagenauer and Volet (2014) found 

that in terms of negative emotions, annoyance and insecurity were the main ones: they did not find 

the anger found in studies of school teachers. The authors found that joy and satisfaction were the 

main positive feelings.

Materials and methods

Visual methods

There is increasing interest in visual and arts-based methods in research in social science (Rose 2016; 

Pink, 2001) and in education, in particular (Moss and Pini 2016; Prosser 2007; Metcalfe and Blanco 

2019; Mulvihill and Swaminathan 2019). They encompass a wide range of techniques – mostly data 

collection methods – such as photoelicitation in interviews (Kahu and Picton 2020; Bates, Kaye, and 

McCann 2019), the analysis of found images (e.g., of visual representations on web sites) and 

researcher initiated drawing or graphical tasks to elicit data (Brown and Wang 2013), including 

photovoice (Cheng and Chan 2020). They are usually combined with more traditional methods such 

as interviews or focus groups.

There are a number of reasons why researchers see value in visual methods. As non-textual forms 

of communication, they have potential to unlock alternative aspects of experience from those we are 

used to talking or writing about. This might mean people reveal more or different levels of 

experience (Kearney and Hyle 2004). Visual methods can help participants express complex ideas 

(Copeland and Agosto 2012). Kearney and Hyle (2004) found asking participants to draw to be an 

effective way to elicit emotion and that elicited a concise expression of experiences. Visual methods 

are also good for research with particular groups such as children and others that find it hard to 

articulate their thoughts or feelings orally or writing (Sewell 2011). Depending on the topic, they may 

be particularly appropriate, e.g. map drawing when investigating spatial practices. They may simply 

be more engaging and help establish rapport between participants and the researcher. They also 

have benefits for data analysis and dissemination, in terms of potential impact.

However, visual methods do pose challenges. In particular, there is a question about what the 

data are and how they should be analysed. There needs to be a choice made between analysis of the 

images themselves (e.g. through image-based analytic theories such as semiotics) or primarily 

through analysis of the more traditional data such as interviews elicited with the images. It is critical – 

as with any data collection – how the task is framed to what the data will be and what kind of 

interpretation can be made of it (Kearney and Hyle 2004).

Drawing has had some, but rather limited use in Higher Educational research (Everett 2019; 

(Brown and Wang 2013). It has also been used as a means of eliciting student evaluation of teaching 

(Mckenzie, Sheely, and Trigwell 1998). Drawing or ‘graphic’ methods share the challenges of all visual 

methods, but an additional issue is that they rely to some degree on drawing skills. Particularly in 

professional contexts, the participant may be embarrassed by the quality of their drawing, damaging 

the trust of participants in the research process. This could also raise questions about the value of 

gathering data through a medium that is unfamiliar or participants unskilled at communicating in.

Participants, data collection and analysis

In the current research, the method chosen was to ask participants to annotate cartoons combined 

with a more traditional focus group interview. The value of cartoons has been recognised for 

involving participants in co-production of research analysis (Darnhofer 2018) and disseminating 
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results by Bartlett (2013), but it has not been much used for data collection. Our approach was to 

offer a wide range of templates that the participants annotated, rather than expecting them to draw 

the whole cartoon. This arguably might make the data less rich than a hand drawing; however, it also 

made less demands on participants in terms of skills. It enabled them to capture a number of key 

incidents, rather than spending a lot of time on a single drawing. The resulting cartoons might also 

be easier to interpret because the textual annotations effectively explain the intended meaning.

Twenty cartoon templates were created using Storyboardthat, online storyboarding software. 

These simple templates featured single or multiple characters, suggesting in a very broad way 

different experiences or interactions. They included empty speech bubbles that participants could 

fill out. The templates also had a space to write an explanation of what had been drawn. Prior to the 

focus group interview, participants were given 10 minutes to work individually on annotating print 

outs of the cartoons with the instruction that:

We would like to invite you to visually present your views around assessment and feedback using cartoon 

templates in front of you. You can use these templates to describe your experience by adding backgrounds and 

text description, adding more figures. You can draw your own cartoons if you wish.

This had the additional benefit of prompting participants to reflect on the issues prior to the focus 

group discussion, as well as capturing their individual thoughts separately from the group transcrip-

tion. Unlike in the semi-structured questions in the following focus groups, participants could pick 

any topic they wanted around assessment and feedback.

Focus group participants were drawn from two academic departments within the Faculty of 

Social Sciences at [anonymised institution] in the summer after all assessment had taken place. Email 

announcements were sued to recruit students and staff participants. Seven focus groups were held 

with four to five participants in each. Students were selected to represent a range of levels of study 

and home and international origins. Staff were selected to represent a range of roles involved in the 

assessment and feedback process, including academics, teaching assistants, and professional service 

staff. Two focus groups included staff from each department; the other five focus groups were for 

students. Participants included students (n = 21) and staff (11) in various roles and backgrounds, 

including home students (n = 10), international students (n = 11), female students (n = 9), male 

students (n = 12), UG students (n = 12), PGT students (n = 9), female staff (n = 9), male staff (n = 2), 

academics (n = 4), teaching assistants (n = 5) and professional service staff (n = 2). Thus, students 

were selected to represent a range of levels of study and home and international origins. Staff were 

selected to represent a range of roles, including academics, teaching assistants and professional 

services members. Two focus groups included staff from each department; the other five focus 

groups were for students. Focus group questions were organised around four topics: the meaning of 

assessment, pre-submission, the marking period and feedback. Each focus group lasted approxi-

mately an hour.

The approach to analysis was twofold. The cartoons were first analysed through content analysis. 

Cartoons were classified by theme and emotions informed by Plutchik’s wheel of emotions (1980). 

Emotions were further categorised into two spectrums, positive and negative (Nogueira et al. 2015; 

Pekrun et al. 2007). The quantitative data arising from this content analysis were analysed and 

visualised using SPSS. This allowed us to offer a quantitative overview of the cartoon data. 

The second round of data analysis was more qualitative with a thematic analysis of the focus 

group interview data and cartoons being combined, with the main emphasis in our presentation 

below being on the cartoon data (Braun and Clarke 2006). Although such an analysis could be 

deemed subjective, personal knowledge of the institution and its practices helped ensure that our 

interpretation can be seen as reliable. Participants were asked to explain their cartoons and so again 

our interpretation can be deemed reliable. This paper mainly focuses on the visual data supported by 

evidence from the focus group interviews. In the following analysis, what student and staff partici-

pants said in the focus groups are referred to as the ‘focus group’ data and although the cartoons 

were also collected during the focus groups, they are referred to as ‘the cartoons’.
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Results: overview of the cartoon data

A total of 187 cartoons were collected, of which 136 were valid, i.e. relevant to assessment and 

feedback. Of all the valid cartoons, 80 cartoons were created by students and 56 by staff, an average 

of four cartoons per participant. One student assembled narrative storyboards across multiple 

cartoons and two staff drew their own cartoons in addition to the templates provided for them. 

The majority of participants, however, used the individual cartoon templates to illustrate their 

feelings and experiences.

Fourteen themes around assessment and feedback and 17 types of emotions in relation to them 

were identified in the cartoons through coding the cartoons and participant annotations as can be 

seen in Figure 1. In addition, the number of cartoons associated with each type of emotion is 

presented in Figure 1. The most frequently mentioned five themes around assessment and feedback 

among all participants were as follows: Clarity on how marks are allocated and feedback (26), student 

preparation for assessment (19), group work as an assessment method (16), clarity on assessment 

brief (14) and Grade (14). Emotions of students and staff around the first four themes were over-

whelmingly negative (see Figure 2), whilst in contrast, emotions around grade tend to be positive 

(related to joy). Some activities typically attracted one emotion (e.g. grade), whilst other attracted 

a wide range of emotions, e.g. clarity of mark allocation.

What is striking is the wide range of emotions, at least of negative emotion experienced (Figure 2). 

Joy was the commonest positive emotion for both groups. Confusion seemed to be very much the 

dominant negative emotion for students, with some disapproval and sadness. For staff, there 

seemed to be a mix of frequently felt negative emotions such as anger, frustration, confusion and 

disapproval.

Overall, the feeling around assessment and feedback for both students and staff tended to be 

negative (Figure 2). Of 80 student cartoons, 59 were negative (74%). Similarly, of 56 staff cartoons, 41 

were negative (73%).

The following charts (Figures 3 and 4) show the different activities around assessment and 

feedback (organised in the order they happen chronologically) with the associated feelings attached 

to them, broken down between students and staff (Figure 3), and further differentiating positive and 

negative feeling (Figure 4). Positive emotions for both groups cluster around the grade; negative 

Figure 1. Emotion related to activities in assessment and feedback.
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feelings cluster around the clarity of the brief, the assessment preparation process, and the clarity of 

mark (for students) and the marking process, mark allocation and unfair means for staff. The charts 

visually display the difference in emotion around different elements of assessment and feedback 

between students and staff.

This quantitative analysis of the cartoons gives a sense of the overall wide range of emotions 

among both students and staff, although for both groups the main feelings were negative. The 

following sections explore some of these patterns in more depth and draw more on themes from the 

focus group interview data.

Figure 2. The range of emotions.

Figure 3. Activities and emotion among students and staff.
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Results: emerging themes

Shared emotions between students and staff

Despite the difference in student and staff emotions around assessment and feedback, one result 

that was striking from the cartoon data was a parallelism in some of the experiences, with both staff 

and students picking the same templates to talk about parallel emotions. On the positive side, both 

students and staff felt a sense of joy at completing their respective tasks: preparing the assignment 

and marking it (Figure 5). On the negative side, some student cartoons showed a sense of the 

considerable effort going into assignments, whilst, in parallel, staff felt that their work around 

assessment and feedback was rather onerous (Figure 6). The staff cartoon in Figure 6 conveys 

a sense of staff weighed down by the bureaucracy around marking, even though some of these 

processes were central to making the process fair, such as moderation. Figure 7 shows common 

feelings among staff towards marking and explores the dilemma between the need to get the 

marking done in a timely way and giving high-quality feedback.

Figure 4. Activities and emotions among students and staff differentiating positive and negative feelings.

Figure 5. Shared joy (Student cartoon; staff cartoon).
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Student feelings of uncertainty

One of the main student emotions around assessment and feedback revealed by the cartoons was 

uncertainty. For example, there were a large number of cartoons reflecting confusion because of the 

lack of clarity of the assignment brief (Figure 8). Student cartoons also suggested that feedback was 

sometimes unclear. One cartoon reflected dissatisfaction with lack of timely feedback to improve 

future performance – another the uncertainty created by the late release of marks. It is significant to 

observe that all these student cartoons implicitly suggest a strong engagement with the assessment 

task.

Further understanding of this comes from the focus group data.

I don’t understand why for some courses (modules) the coursework is already there when the course starts, but 

for others, why do they release the assignment in the middle of the semester like week six (Student)

Sometimes it is hard to find the guidelines because they may be in different folders . . . especially if there are a lot 

of folders in that module (Student)

Some of the briefs at some modules are a bit vague, and you do have to spend quite a while to see what it 

means, so, I think there is like a level of clarity that would be optimal (Student)

Figure 6. The shared burden of assessment (Student cartoon; Staff cartoon).

Figure 7. ‘Too much work’ (Staff cartoons).
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Thus, students become aware of significant differences in assessment tasks and expectations across 

modules on the same course, such as

● what the assessment task was,

● when the task was released,

● whether there were examples of previous years,

● what the criteria were,

● how the task related to the module as a whole.

Staff recognised that students were unclear though they usually emphasised just lack of under-

standing of the mark given. They were puzzled by student failure to read the assessment brief 

provided for them.

During the group tutorial, a lot of the questions are about the assessment and module outline. I just tell them to 

read the module outline but they never do, it is probably too detailed. I don’t think they read it in that detail, they 

prefer to go and chat with someone about deadlines and everything like that [. . .] (Staff)

One explanation of this confusion might have been that because of modularisation, staff were not as 

conscious that the range of tasks and style of briefs across a degree programme was quite large.

Students also compared marks with each other. A number of cartoons showed students discussing 

marks. They wanted to know roughly how they did against their cohort (e.g. if everyone had got low 

marks, they would not feel so bad). However, staff did not approve of students comparing marks, 

emphasising learning rather than comparison. Some staff believed that students comparing marks 

with each other could lead students to challenge academic judgment. Staff also thought that students 

showed aggressiveness/anger towards staff as a result, whereas students themselves mostly just 

expressed anxiety, at least in the cartoons. There seemed to be some evidence in the focus group 

interviews that students were frustrated by a lack of a clear procedure to appeal about marks.

Figure 8. ‘Confused’ (Student cartoon).
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Lack of dialogue

One of the main mismatches apparent in the focus groups was that whereas staff considered that 

students only cared about marks, in fact, most students were interested in learning and understood 

the point of feedback.

Not just telling them what they did wrong with that but pointing out to improve that to get a better mark 

(Student)

Staff consider that students are mark- 

oriented and this impacts the pattern of their engagement. If a lecture or an activity does not 

contribute to their final mark, staff thought that students do not typically engage.

Sometimes there is only the mark and they just want to pass, and it is just the outcome, the numerical thing that 

they get (Staff)

It is possible that this staff belief could explain another result from both sets of data: the lack of 

dialogue between staff and students. If staff think that students only care about the mark, there is no 

real need for a dialogue around feedback.

What was apparent in the cartoon data was that there was little sense of dialogue between 

students and staff in the cartoons. It was notable that among 136 student cartoons, there was not 

a single one illustrating student and staff communication – indeed staff do not appear in the student 

cartoons at all. Communications in student cartoons were exclusively between students rather than 

student to staff (Figure 9).

The focus group data also indicated a significant mismatch in terms of students wanting to ask 

questions about assignment brief interactively, whereas staff thought that the coursework brief 

should be enough. Indeed, some were suspicious that student questions sought to create ambiguity 

that they could exploit.

They are playing off the TAs against each other or against the module coordinator that is what they do (Staff)

Staff felt frustrated by attempts to communicate with them for clarification, when they believed 

everything was in the assignment brief (Figure 10).

Staff cartoons did picture students and staff together, but it was generally in images of conflict. 

Figure 11 shows both figures stubbornly defending their position.

Figure 9. ‘No response’ (Student cartoon).
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Another reason for failure of communication seemed to be staff avoiding communication 

because of fear of conflict, as illustrated in Figure 12.

Staff were worried that students would be angry with them over their grade, especially if they got 

together and discussed their marks.

Lack of student understanding of backroom processes and roles

A major finding of the focus group data was that students often did not understand many of the 

backroom processes – such as turnaround deadlines, moderation and anonymous marking – and 

roles around assessment and feedback – such as exam officer and unfair means officer. Staff 

expected that students should learn about them from the student handbook. However, the focus 

Figure 10. ‘Stop emailing me’ (Staff cartoon).

Figure 11. ‘Academic judgment is final’ (Staff cartoon).
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group data suggested strongly that most students were unclear about many of these processes and 

roles. This is a critical failure because many of the processes that students did not understand such as 

anonymous marking and moderation exist to ensure fairness.

I heard that they moderate the grade, but I feel that I know nothing about this process (Student)

They were not aware of the term anonymous marking, for example. They approved of the idea when 

it was explained, although they pointed out that some courses are too small for it to work. Staff 

thought that students may know about anonymous marking but usually ignore it. Perhaps, this 

points to a failure to convey the benefits of anonymous marking.

They just ignore it, I don’t think they understand the concept, because you find it notice it but they put their 

names on (Staff)

Just as they were unclear about backroom processes, the focus groups also revealed that students had 

not heard of the role of exam officer or unfair means officer. A staff belief that students did not 

understand some terms such as unfair means was also apparent in the cartoons. They thought that 

‘unfair means’ was sometimes interpreted as a process of checking that marking had not been unfair 

(Figure 13).

Staff felt suspicious of some student work, because of the difficulties of detecting unfair means. 

This might have fed into a sense that students did not respect the process of assessment 

(Figure 14).

Discussion

Our study supports previous literature that suggests differing perspectives on assessment and 

feedback between staff and students, in terms of both understanding and with a central emphasis 

here on emotion. The finding of the sheer range of emotions for students and staff around 

assessment and feedback supports previous work, such as Rowe, Fitness, and Wood (2014). Our 

research also suggests that staff have strong feelings and a wide range of emotions about assess-

ment and feedback. The range and level of emotion may be comparable between the two groups, 

even if the actual feelings are not the same.

Figure 12. ‘Uncomfortable with negative feedback and conflict’ (Staff cartoon).
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However, disappointingly, given that most of the feelings around learning are positive (Pekrun 

2019), the emotion around assessment and feedback was distinctly more negative than positive in 

both groups. This may not imply that the overall experience is negative: for the student much may 

turn on a successful outcome, even if anxieties around the preparation dominate reflections on the 

process. There is a narrower range of positive emotions around successful results for students and 

completion of the task of marking by students and staff, confirming the literature’s focus on this 

negativity and contrary to Beard, Humberstone, and Clayton (2014) suggestion to focus more on 

positive emotions. Interestingly, unlike Hagenauer and Volet (2014), the findings show that anger did 

seem to figure in both sets of views.

Figure 13. Unfair means (staff cartoon).

Figure 14. ‘Unfair’ (student cartoon).
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The literature suggests that staff with good assessment literacy should be sensitive to student 

emotions (Carless and Winstone 2020). However, our data highlight the need to support staff emotions 

as well because it was evident that assessment and feedback involved considerable emotional labour for 

staff. This was apparent in the sense of the burden of marking, for example. The burden was perceived to 

be created by time pressure and bureaucracy. Staff emotion seemed to be linked to lack of communica-

tion. Although the literature generally points to the value of dialogue, precisely in order to accommodate 

student emotional responses to assessment (Mulliner and Tucker 2017), staff avoided communication 

with students during the assessment process, partly because they expected conflictual emotions from 

students. This supports the general finding that feedback processes tend to be one-way rather than 

dialogic (West and Turner 2016; Yang and Carless 2013). Staff often attributed anger to students, when it 

seemed that the emotion students chiefly expressed was anxiety or frustration. A particular concern 

seemed to be around students gathering together to discuss and then later dispute marks. This was 

doubly unfortunate because the data from students suggested considerable ongoing uncertainty about 

many aspects of the assessment tasks that greater dialogue could have helped address. The uncertainty 

was partly due to very different expectations between different modules.

There was an interesting sense of parallelism between the emotions felt through the process of 

assessment and feedback. Both found most of the process challenging, but they shared a common 

sense of joy at the completion of the process.

At a cognitive rather than emotional level, our data also reveal differences around understanding of 

terminology, such as unfair means and moderation. Perhaps some of the wider differences of under-

standing remarked on in the literature do result from lack of awareness of some of the behind-the-scenes 

activities such as moderation that make staff feel that their marking is fair. The jargon used in HE like 

‘moderation’ and ‘unfair means’ is not easy to understand. In this sense, students lack elements of 

assessment literacy related to a full understanding of the processes involved (Charteris and Thomas 2017).

From a methodological perspective, it is apparent that cartoons are an effective way to elicit 

information about learning experiences, especially their emotional aspects. They also helped reveal 

hidden assumptions and patterns, such as the way they uncovered the lack of dialogue. A lot can be 

inferred by what is assumed in annotations. This responds to the need to further enrich the range of 

methods used to study emotion in learning (Lindblom-Ylänne 2019). In many studies based on 

drawing techniques, a central issue is participants’ lack of confidence with drawing. The approach 

here of offering templates was effective in overcoming the issue. As a way of enhancing focus group 

interviews, cartoon annotation is a research method that generates rich data.

Conclusion and recommendations

This paper explored the differences in how students and staff think and feel about assessment and 

feedback in Higher Education. The study confirmed the wide range of emotions felt by both groups 

but suggested that the most frequently occurring emotions are negative. There was an interesting 

parallelism in experience. However, a major finding was that staff often avoided communication with 

students because of fear of conflict. Yet such dialogue would have been useful because students 

were unsure about many aspects of assignments and did not understand many of the processes that 

were in place to ensure fairness.

This is by no means the first study to identify the strength of student and staff emotion around 

assessment and feedback. Nevertheless, we suggest that this is an aspect that needs greater 

recognition at the level of practice. Staff need to show empathy with students’ emotional journeys 

in learning. Perhaps, a way into this is revealed by our findings theme that the journey is to some 

extent a shared one. However, our data suggest several areas where staff misunderstand student 

feelings. Some of the misunderstanding may arise from lack of dialogue, an important theme in the 

data. But the lack of dialogue is itself created by staff feeling and a desire to avoid conflict and 
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suspicions around unfair means, amongst other factors. They should potentially also be seen as 

arising from the long-term impact of managerialism and massification, leading to a certain level of 

staff alienation, not merely a personal breakdown in communication.

Student negativity around assessment and feedback can be addressed not just at an emotional 

level: a lot of the processes and roles around feedback were not understood by students, partly 

because of the jargon such as ‘moderation’ or ‘exams officer’, which do not have an obvious 

meaning. The theme of student understanding of backroom processes is of great importance. 

Staff may feel at times that these are bureaucratic processes; it is easy to forget their role in ensuring 

fairness. Explaining these concepts is hard. Student handbooks where they are usually explained are 

often couched in bureaucratic, almost legalistic terms. More effort is needed to explain these 

processes in a direct way focussing on what they contribute to a just assessment regime rather 

than emphasising the minutiae of rules and regulations.

Students were far from passive, but there was a lack of two-way communication around assess-

ment and feedback. However, what appears strongly is how the strength of emotion throughout the 

assessment process (not just at the point of feedback) and on both sides, for staff and students, 

makes the management of the affective dimension so challenging. There is already a strong sense of 

emotional labour for staff. How far is it possible for staff to help manage student emotions when their 

own are rather challenged? We can suggest that this reflects the structural pressures on staff in mass 

education systems. In this context, focussing purely on literacies can only take us so far. There 

seemed to be evidence of a literacy deficit, but the breakdown may be created more by structures 

rather than skills. This demands action at the institutional and system-wide level.

This study was of a single institution and so extending it to different sorts of institutional settings 

would be useful to validate the findings and the value of the method. The data collection was 

performed by staff involved in teaching the participating students, which is considered a limitation. 

This might have inhibited the expression of certain sorts of emotion. Larger-scale studies using the 

method will enable more generalisable conclusions about the misalignments of student and staff 

understanding and enable improvements to be made.
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