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Abstract The purpose of this study is to investigate social science doctoral students’

perceptions and attitudes toward written feedback about their academic writing and

towards those who provide it. The study culminates in an explanatory model to describe

the relationships between students’ perceptions and attitudes, their revision decisions, and

other relevant factors in their written feedback practices. The investigation used a mixed

methods approach involving 276 participants from two large mountain west public uni-

versities. The main purpose of the qualitative phase was to develop a background for a

questionnaire and provisional model to be used in the quantitative phase. Structural

Equation Modeling analysis during the quantitative phase provided an eight-factor model

that shows the relationships of different factors regarding feedback practices as they relate

to doctoral students.
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Introduction

Doctoral student preparation deals with the broad range of academic practice, including

research, teaching, and service (Walker et al. 2008). In doctoral programs there is a

growing demand for improvement in research, specifically the quality and quantity of

academic writing products (Caffarella and Barnett 2000; Lavelle and Bushrow 2007) such

as dissertations, journal articles, and grant proposals. There are two interrelated rationales
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behind this attention. First, developing scholars with good academic writing skills is one of

the main goals of doctoral education (Eyres et al. 2001). Doctoral programs require stu-

dents to engage actively in academic writing, and look towards improving their writing

through the application of quality standards and evaluation. Students are expected not only

to satisfy degree requirements by writing course assignments and a dissertation, but they

are also expected to contribute to their discipline by writing professional and publishable

products (Kamler and Thomson 2006; Lovitts 2001) that add to their field of study.

Second, the quality and quantity of publications facilitate both a doctoral student’s

career and a university’s reputation (Blaxter et al. 1998; Pageadams et al. 1995). Current

academic job entry requirements include items such as a list of publications or grants

(Walker et al. 2008) and similarly, academic job requirements include researching and

writing in addition to teaching (Blaxter et al. 1998). Once an academic position is obtained

promotion, tenure, and other reward systems within doctoral/research extensive universi-

ties are largely related to research activities (Blaxter et al. 1998; Young 2006) that depend

heavily on academic writing. A measure of research productivity of an institution as well

as an individual is the quality and quantity of publications (Toutkoushian et al. 2003). The

stakes are high, from an institutional perspective and from the perspective of individual

students to obtain academic writing skills.

Despite these demands and expectations, problems are reported regarding doctoral

students’ writing and graduate level writing as a whole. Several reports and research

studies indicated that many graduate students start writing research papers and even their

dissertations underprepared, without adequate writing skills (Surratt 2006; DeLyser 2003;

Alter and Adkins 2006; Aitchison and Lee 2006; Caffarella and Barnett 2000). Social

science doctoral students are far less successful in refereed publication compared to sci-

ence doctoral students (Kamler 2008; Lee and Kamler 2008). Studies specified writing

problems such as students’ adoption of ineffective and inefficient writing strategies,

problems with planning and organizing the writing task, difficulties in putting their ideas

into written form (Torrance et al. 1994; Torrance and Thomas 1994; Torrance et al. 1992);

problems with writing focused papers with persuasive arguments (Alter and Adkins 2006);

inexperienced approaches to revision (DeLyser 2003; Torrance et al. 1994; Torrance and

Thomas 1994; Torrance et al. 1992); problems with organization (Alter and Adkins 2006;

Surratt 2006), and difficulty with grammar, punctuation, and word-choice (Surratt 2006).

Studies also reported students’ anxieties toward the writing process (Kamler 2008), neg-

ative self-perceptions of their writing skills (Torrance et al. 1994; Torrance and Thomas

1994; Torrance et al. 1992).

Documented problems and increasing demands to produce underscore the need to

effectively help and support students with their writing (Lavelle and Bushrow 2007).

Several approaches to supporting doctoral students exist including special academic

writing courses, writing centers, and writing groups (Biklen and Casella 2007; Bolker

1998; Delyser 2003; Kamler and Thomson 2006; Pageadams et al. 1995; Parker 2009;

Phelps et al. 2007; Torrance and Thomas 1994; Wilkinson 2005). All of these interventions

and approaches are based on the provision of effective feedback to students.

Providing feedback not only helps improving teaching skills (Brinko 1993), but also is

an essential factor in helping doctoral students understand the academic writing process,

improving both their academic writing skills and their final products (Caffarella and

Barnett 2000; Kumar and Stracke 2007). Based on Gagné’s theory, providing effective

feedback depends not only on the design of the feedback, but also on other conditions that

lie within the learner (Gagné 1985; Gagné et al. 1992). One of these conditions is the

receiver’s perceptions and attitudes toward feedback. Considering the centrality of
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feedback process in doctoral supervision (Caffarella and Barnett 2000), it is important to

understand students’ reactions toward feedback for their academic writing. While Gagné’s

work about feedback is critical, it ignores the fundamentally social nature (Aitchison and

Lee 2006; Kamler and Thomson 2006) of academic writing. Feedback practices occur in

the broader context of an academic community, discipline, and as part of an institution’s

practices. There is a clear need for an understanding of doctoral students’ perceptions and

attitudes toward feedback practices in the social context of academic writing.

Only a limited number of studies addressed the perceptions and attitudes of doctoral

students toward feedback practices in academic writing (Caffarella and Barnett 2000;

Crossouard and Pryor 2009; Eyres et al. 2001; Kumar and Stracke 2007; Li and Seale

2007). Although they provide a valuable foundation, these studies have some limitations as

well. The source of the feedback tends to be supervisors (Kumar and Stracke 2007; Li and

Seale 2007), other faculty (Eyres et al. 2001), or instructors (Caffarella and Barnett 2000;

Crossouard and Pryor 2009). Almost no work examined how students’ revision decisions

are related to their perceptions and attitudes toward different characteristics of feedback

and feedback providers. Parallel work in feedback on teaching practices suggests that the

source may play a critical role in how feedback is received (Brinko 1993). Moreover,

available research on academic writing focused on specific programs or disciplines, ren-

dering generalizability to other areas of social science suspect. Although some of these

studies (Kumar and Stracke 2007) acknowledged the feedback process as a part of the

academic communities’ writing practices, their results provided mostly discrete informa-

tion without sufficient reference to different dynamics in the students’ feedback practices.

There is no empirically supported model to explain doctoral students’ perceptions and

attitudes toward feedback practices in regard to their academic writing, much less one that

accounts for social context.

The purpose of this study is to describe doctoral students’ perceptions and attitudes

toward different types and sources of feedback and provide an explanatory model to

understand the relationship of these perceptions and attitudes, their revision decisions, and

other relevant factors in their feedback practices. Because academic writing practices

(Torrance et al. 1992) and the opportunities for academic and social interactions with the

members of the academic community are mainly different in science and social science

programs (Lovitts 2001), this work focuses on social science doctoral students and their

written feedback practices to provide more homogenous results.

Review of Literature

Of the existing research literature in graduate and professional degree settings, many

studies focused on a qualitative approach (Caffarella and Barnett 2000; Crossouard and

Pryor 2009; Eyres et al. 2001; Kumar and Stracke 2007; Li and Seale 2007; Li and

Flowerdew 2007; Pageadams et al. 1995; Parker 2009) in which interviews or content

analyses of written feedback were the primary mechanisms for data collection. Investi-

gations cover a range of disciplines including nursing (Eyres et al. 2001), science (Li and

Flowerdew 2007), and social science (Parker 2009) including applied linguistics (Kumar

and Stracke 2007), sociology (Li and Seale 2007), social work (Pageadams et al. 1995),

educational leadership (Caffarella and Barnett 2000), and education (Crossouard and Pryor

2009; Lavelle and Bushrow 2007). Studies had a variety of aims, investigating perceptions

about helpfulness of different feedback types (Eyres et al. 2001; Kumar and Stracke 2007),

management of criticism (Li and Seale 2007), perceptions toward the critiquing process
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(Caffarella and Barnett 2000), perceptions of formative assessment practices (Crossouard

and Pryor 2009), writing processes and beliefs about writing (Lavelle and Bushrow 2007),

opinions and experiences regarding different feedback sources (Li and Flowerdew 2007),

and opinions about feedback in scholarly writing groups (Pageadams et al. 1995; Parker

2009). Most studies focused on feedback from doctoral supervisors, other faculty members,

or instructors (Caffarella and Barnett 2000; Crossouard and Pryor 2009; Eyres et al. 2001;

Kumar and Stracke 2007; Li and Seale 2007) although some included feedback from peers

(Caffarella and Barnett 2000; Pageadams et al. 1995; Parker 2009). Key findings from

these studies are discussed below.

Perceptions and Attitudes Toward Different Characteristics of Feedback

Expressed opinions and perspectives in written feedback were perceived as very helpful in

building student membership in the academic community and developing necessary skills

(Kumar and Stracke 2007). However, critical comments and receiving low quality or

contradictory feedback led to negative emotions (Caffarella and Barnett 2000). Evidence

suggests that, to help students to manage negative emotions caused by critical feedback,

the feedback may be mediated when supplied via email as opposed to face to face

(Crossouard and Pryor 2009). Eyres et al. (2001) found that participants, especially those

who had limited academic writing experience, reported their preference of receiving

positive and encouraging feedback along with critical comments. The positive feedback

gave the feeling of encouragement, confidence, and acceptance of the students’ writing

(Kumar and Stracke 2007). However, the students find it more helpful when these

encouraging comments are coupled with specific comments about their written work

(Eyres et al. 2001).

The doctoral students expressed their appreciation for detailed feedback (Crossouard

and Pryor 2009); in-depth feedback that stimulated their thinking, improved their argu-

ments, and helped them to connect ideas (Eyres et al. 2001); and feedback regarding the

conceptual framework of their papers (Pageadams et al. 1995). Eyres et al. (2001) further

found that one of the foremost preferences of the students was to receive feedback about

the clarity of their writing, especially regarding the language and conventions used in a

specific discipline. Regarding editing, punctuation, grammar, syntax, and organization

aspects of writing, most of the students in the research study perceived having editorial

feedback in their first draft as irrelevant or offensive (Kumar and Stracke 2007).

Perceptions and Attitudes Toward Different Characteristics of Feedback Providers

Students valued feedback when they perceived that the feedback providers believed in their

potential, cared about their improvement of skills, and tried to be helpful. Students pre-

sented positive attitudes toward feedback providers who listened and respected students’

ideas. However, they did not like feedback providers who criticized and corrected their

writing without carefully examining the ideas on the paper (Eyres et al. 2001). They found

it helpful when there is open dialogue toward making decisions about their paper (Eyres

et al. 2001; Kumar and Stracke 2007) and similarly they liked the peer feedback they

received in scholarly writing groups (Parker 2009).

The feedback provider who acknowledged and respected the opinions of the student

while presenting their own opinions from a different perspective was found to be the most

helpful regarding students’ revisions and improvement (Kumar and Stracke 2007). How-

ever the power relationship with such a feedback provider is also influential to students’
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perceptions of the authority of the feedback comments. Although intended to be suggestive

by the feedback provider, some comments were perceived as ‘‘obligatory’’ to be addressed

in the revision due to power differences between a student and a tutor (Crossouard and

Pryor 2009).

Revision Decisions

The doctoral students who had positive attitudes toward critical feedback had a consid-

erable amount of revisions in the draft, examined the draft with a new perspective, and

developed a more critical stance for future writings (Kumar and Stracke 2007). As might

be expected, their decisions regarding the incorporation of feedback were rendered difficult

when faculty contradicted each other (Caffarella and Barnett 2000).

Considering the influence of authority on a student’s revision process, Li and Flower-

dew (2007) found that their participants usually trusted and accepted their supervisor’s

corrections while rarely disagreed with their comments. However, written feedback in the

form of dialogue was perceived as most helpful compared to other feedback forms in the

revision process (Kumar and Stracke 2007). For managing disagreements and emotional

effects of criticism, sustaining a comfortable and open communication based on mutual

respect and politeness; providing praise and advice with criticism; refraining from the

situations that may cause embarrassment; and managing power relations were found to be

helpful (Li and Seale 2007).

Relevant Factors in Feedback Practices

Doctoral students’ goals, self-efficacy, and self-confidence concerning their writing were

examined in relation to their feedback practices. Eyres et al. (2001) found that there is a

relationship between students’ long term goals toward improving themselves as scholars

and their level of interest and investment in different written assignments. Lavelle and

Bushrow (2007) suggested several strategies for providing feedback specific to students

with low self efficacy concerning their writing, which implies that these students need

different types of feedback. Lack of confidence in writing ability affected revision process

negatively, however as students engage in giving and receiving ongoing feedback, their

self confidence improves as academic writers (Caffarella and Barnett 2000).

Although these efforts are noteworthy and each makes a valuable contribution, they are

parsimonious, focusing on a specific area of a much larger feedback process, and inves-

tigating within specific disiplines, among specific populations, or narrowing focus to a

single type of feedback provider. The largely discrete and focused prior work may not

accurately represent the fundamentally systemic nature of feedback in relation to the

writing process. This study aims to provide such an explanatory model drawn from a cross-

disciplinary based of empirical data which can function as a scaffold for further research as

well as recommendations for feedback providers.

Conceptual Framework of the Study

This study uses two theoretical stances in a complementary way: the Principles of

Instructional Design and Conditions of Learning (Gagné 1985; Gagné et al. 1992), and

Situated Learning and Communities of Practice (Lave and Wenger 1991). According to the

first theoretical stance (Gagné et al. 1992), during instructional planning, external learning
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conditions should take into consideration a learner’s internal conditions. This is due to the

effectiveness of the design of instruction and feedback depending on their compliance with

learners’ individual characteristics (Dempsey and Sales 1993), including their attitudes. In

the context of this research, the design of feedback provided to doctoral students for their

academic writing practices requires the understanding of these students’ internal learning

conditions; specifically, their perceptions and attitudes toward feedback and other external

conditions related to the feedback process.

However, the examination of doctoral students’ perceptions and attitudes toward feedback

practices for their academic writing should not be limited to individual perspectives. Learning

is a social process as well as a cognitive one (Vygotsky 1978), and academic writing is a social

practice as well as an individual one (Kamler and Thomson 2006). As part of a fundamentally

social academic writing process, feedback needs to be examined as an ongoing dialogue

between doctoral students and various members of their ‘‘community of practice.’’ Such

communities (Lave and Wenger 1991) are not necessarily constrained to individual units

within an institution. Nor are communities confined to a single institution. Communities are

inherently cross-disciplinary, including members from several subject areas, and several

defined roles, such as beginning doctoral students, post-doctoral students, and faculty. Within

each community, feedback helps convey the community’s goals and criteria for success,

conventions, procedures, tools, and language (Lave and Wenger 1991).

Methodology

This study uses a mixed methods research approach (Creswell et al. 2003; Johnson and

Onwuegbuzie 2004) that is both sequential and exploratory (Creswell 2003). Qualitative

data preceded quantitative, but the emphasis is on quantitative data collection and analysis.

The objective of qualitative data collection was to discover constructs, themes, and their

relationships regarding doctoral students’ perceptions and attitudes toward the character-

istics of written feedback and written feedback providers, their revision decisions, and

other relevant issues in their feedback practices. These qualitative data and associated

analysis were then used to inform a questionnaire for the quantitative phase. The main

objective of the quantitative data collection, and the primary focus of the study itself, was

to confirm and model these relationships with a larger sample. That objective is embodied

in the following research questions, all of which are tied to the quantitative phase:

1. What are the perceptions and attitudes of doctoral students toward different

characteristics of written feedback in regard to their academic writing?

2. What are doctoral students’ perceptions and attitudes toward different characteristics

of written feedback providers with regard to their academic writing?

3. How are the doctoral students’ revision decisions influenced by these perceptions,

attitudes, and other relevant factors in their feedback practices?

4. What kind of other relationships exists between doctoral students’ perceptions and

attitudes toward different characteristics of written feedback and written feedback

providers, their revision decisions, and other relevant factors in their feedback practices?

Qualitative Phase

Because the qualitative portion of the study informed the instrument design to collect

quantitative data, this phase is described here along with the results. Standardized
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open-ended interviews were conducted (Gall et al. 2003). To ensure the content validity of

the interviews, two researchers who had cogent expertise reviewed the interview guide.

Pilot interviews were also conducted with two doctoral students from the defined popu-

lation of this research study.

Purposeful sampling was used for participant selection. Department heads were used as

key informants to identify doctoral students (N = 28) who had comparatively more aca-

demic writing experience than their peers from the same program, with representation from

a variety of social science disciplines in a large public university. A total of 15 doctoral

students (54% participation rate), 8 women (53%) and 7 men (47%) from eight academic

departments participated. As shown in Table 1, interviews generally took about an hour,

the location varied but each interview was always private. Participants were asked to bring

sample papers with previously obtained feedback to the interview, both to aid their recall

Table 1 Interview participants

Doctoral
stage

Program Gender Age # of
publications

Place Time Duration

1 Recently
graduated

Elementary education F 62 3 Interviewee’s
office

10.00 am 55.19

2 Dissertation
defense

Instructional
technology

M 29 3 Interviewee’s
office

1.00 pm 67.25

3 Dissertation
defense

Instructional
technology

F 29 5 Classroom 11.00 am 52.01

4 Proposal
defense

Instructional
technology

F 32 2 Interviewer’s
office

11.00 am 49.30

5 Proposal
defense

Instructional
technology

M 38 10 Classroom 1.30 pm 60.55

6 Proposal
defense

Psychology F 45 2 Conference
room

5.00 pm 56.01

7 Proposal
defense

Psychology F 29 5 Classroom 3.30 pm 60.15

8 Proposal
defense

Psychology F 29 2 Classroom 3.00 pm 35.05

9 Proposal
defense

Family consumer and
human
development

F 33 1 Interviewee’s
office

12.00 pm 50.58

10 Proposal
defense

Special education and
rehabilitation

F 34 8 Interviewee’s
office

2.00 pm 52.08

11 Proposal
defense

Special education and
rehabilitation

M 29 8 Interviewee’s
office

8.00 am 57.33

12 Proposal
defense

Sociology M 30 3 Conference
room

10.00 am 40.20

13 Proposal
defense

Secondary education M 34 1 Interviewee’s
office

8.30 am 30.00

14 End of
course
work

Instructional
technology

M 32 3 Classroom 2.00 pm 67.22

15 End of
course
work

Theory and practice
of professional
communication

M 41 2 Classroom 1.00 pm 41.40
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of past experiences during the interview and as a source of authentic feedback examples in

the eventual questionnaire.

Although this is far from Grounded Theory research (Strauss and Corbin 1998) the

constant comparative analysis technique from grounded theory was employed. This has

been done outside the context of grounded theory in the past (Brill et al. 2006; Kramer

et al. 2007) and is especially appropriate when emergent themes are desired, themes which

may go beyond the existing literature base. In this particular study, the approach was used

to account for the fundamentally systemic nature of the feedback process, which by the

nature of their scope prior studies could not account for. Specific qualitative goals included

discovering common themes, constructs, concepts, and dimensions; exploring the rela-

tionships between these constructs; building a provisional model based on these analyses;

and building the foundation for a subsequent questionnaire.

Analysis was conducted in three phases: open, axial, and selective coding (Strauss and

Corbin 1998). While open coding is for discovering the concepts in raw data, axial coding

is for relating these concepts to each other in a categorized way. These two coding

processes are usually carried out together (Strauss and Corbin 2008). During the open

coding process, characteristics of the discovered concepts and the variations within these

characteristics, which are called properties and dimensions, were also examined. The open

and axial coding analyses were stopped when (a) a meaningful categorization was

developed after many iterative examinations of the transcripts; (b) subcategories, proper-

ties, and dimensions were repeated; and (c) no novel information was coming from

additional transcripts.

The following example illustrates one vignette of the chain of evidence, including the

open and axial coding processes. In line with the research questions, several questions were

asked of the participants during the interviews regarding feedback providers, such as

‘‘whom do you mostly get feedback from?’’ and ‘‘what are the important characteristics of

this person that lead you to ask for feedback?’’ The participants answered the questions

with a variety of responses. For example one participant answered the second question as:

‘‘His incredible knowledge. He is brilliant. He knows his field…and he can give me

resources, references, he can name names of the top of his head.’’ Through iterative

examination of transcripts, subcategories started to emerge such as feedback providers’

knowledge and expertise level, willingness to help, personality, writing style, and so forth.

After several thorough examinations of the transcripts at paragraph, sentence, and idea

level, repetitive occurrences of these subcategories were observed.

By the end of the analysis, twelve main categories and their subcategories were defined

along with their properties and dimensions. The main categories include: Perceptions and

attitudes toward different feedback characteristics, perceptions and attitudes toward dif-

ferent feedback providers, examination of written feedback, revision decisions, perceptions

and attitudes toward discipline or program, motivations for academic writing, asking for

written feedback, perceptions and attitudes toward academic writing, general perceptions

and attitudes toward feedback, author’s characteristics, types of academic writing, and

specific academic writing instances.

Selective coding is for examining the relationships between categories and for inte-

grating the data for a meaningful representation or theory. In this study, the interview

transcripts were reviewed again and the sentences or idea units representing relationships

between both main categories and subcategories were located. Then, using concept map-

ping software these categories and subcategories were visually linked. With the help of this

software, the frequencies of relationships in the data were also calculated by counting the

number of such sentences or idea units in the transcripts. Based on these analyses results, a

Res High Educ (2011) 52:508–536 515

123



provisional model that represents frequent relationships between main categories was

developed (See Fig. 1). Some of the categories were not included in the provisional model

because of their low frequency of relationships with other categories.

According to the provisional model developed based on the qualitative data analyses

results, doctoral students’ motivations for academic writing are influenced by their per-

ceptions and attitudes toward their discipline or program. In turn, their motivations affect

their attitudes related to asking for written feedback. Moreover, these motivations influence

their revision decisions after receiving the feedback. Students’ perceptions and attitudes

toward the feedback provider influence students’ revision decisions and their perceptions

and attitudes toward the characteristics of feedback given by these individuals. Students’

perceptions and attitudes toward the different feedback characteristics play a role in their

revision decisions.

Trustworthiness Criteria

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest credibility, transferability, dependability and confirm-

ability as trustworthiness criteria for qualitative research. Several precautions were taken to

meet these criteria. To address credibility, the same standardized open-ended interview

questions were used for all participants after examination by content experts in the field.

Data were triangulated by asking participants not only for their recollections of their

feedback experience but by asking them to bring and discuss examples of feedback.

Comments were triangulated among research participants as part of the axial coding

process. The consistency of participants’ answers was verified by examining transcripts at

different levels (paragraph, page, and whole transcript). The chain of evidence and thick

descriptions from the data above addresses the transferability, dependability, and con-

firmability criteria. Finally, the nature of the mixed methods research is a form of trust-

worthiness, since the goal of the quantitative findings is to further refine and confirm the

qualitative portion of the work.

Instrument Design

The questionnaire was designed based on the qualitative data analysis results using

established guidelines for survey research and questionnaire design (Bradburn et al. 2004;

Dillman 2007; Oppenheim 1966; Rea and Parker 2005). A concerted effort was made to

keep the questionnaire as authentic as possible with most of the items directly quoted from

interview transcripts. Quotes were also pulled from actual feedback provided to doctoral

Fig. 1 Provisional model based on qualitative analysis and relationship frequencies
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students on manuscripts they brought to the interviews. Iterative pilot tests were conducted

with ten doctoral students from the sampling frame. Two faculty members who specialize

in Technical Writing reviewed the questionnaire for content validity. The final online

questionnaire included 17 demographic and general questions about participants, 1

screening question, 2 multiple choice questions, and 135 4-point Likert scale items

regarding participants’ perceptions and attitudes toward academic writing, their program,

types of written feedback, feedback providers, and their revision decisions.

Quantitative Phase

The purpose of this phase of the study was to identify complex relationship patterns, and

test the strength of the relationships between categories. The sampling frame consists of

two large universities that provide doctoral programs in the same state. Both are large state

funded research extensive institutions with an ample emphasis on doctoral studies and

preparation. One is the state’s land-grant institution in a rural setting, the other a state

funded school in an urban location. Considering the unclear boundary and definition of

social sciences (Becher and Trowler 2001; MacDonald 1994), the Social Science Citation

Index Subject Categories (Thomson-Reuters 2009) were used to classify relevant pro-

grams. The urban university had several (N = 22) social science departments with doctoral

programs, more than twice the number at the land grant (N = 10). All department heads

were sent e-mails requesting that they forward the invitation letter to their current and

recently graduated doctoral students. In the urban university, 20 of 22 selected departments

(91%) participated in the research, and all of the selected departments in the land grant

(100%) participated. The questionnaire was administered completely online. After the

initial notice and data collection, reminders were sent to departments and data were col-

lected again. As a token of appreciation and incentive, four participants were given $100

gift cards after a computerized drawing.

The sample consisted of 276 participants, 160 from the urban university (58%) and 116

from the land grant university (42%). Participation rates for the questionnaire were 21% of

the number of doctoral students in the selected programs at the urban university and 35% at

the land grant. The participation rates from different programs were 26% for Education

programs, 28% for Social Sciences and Humanities programs; 24% for Health Related

Programs; 12% for Business and Economics Programs.

Forty-seven percent of the participants were doctoral students in Education programs.

Students in Social Science and Humanities programs constituted 30%, Health related

programs 17%, with Business and Economics programs comprising 6%. Most of the

participants were in the second, third, and fourth years of their doctoral programs.

The participants’ ages ranged from 22 to 83, (M = 37, SD = 10.17). Sixty percent of the

participants were women (n = 165) while 40% of them were men (n = 110). Most of the

participants (87%, n = 239) reported that they consider English their native language. In

terms of work, 81% (n = 223) of the participants were employed but only 56% (n = 124

out of 223) of these participants’ jobs required them to engage in academic writing.

Participants engaged in writing mostly conference proposals or proceedings. An average

doctoral student had M = 5.01 conference proposals/proceedings, M = 2.43 journal arti-

cles, and M = 2.06 grant proposals. Twenty-nine percent of the participants were currently

writing their dissertations, all of which were potential sources for feedback on academic

writing.

For the first two research questions descriptive data analyses and for the remaining

two research questions multivariate correlational data analyses were conducted.
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The multivariate correlational analysis was conducted in three main steps. First, an

Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) was initially utilized to find out the latent constructs

underlying the group of measured variables based on the data. Next, a Confirmatory Factor

Analysis (CFA) was conducted after EFA for establishing the ‘‘construct validity’’ of the

factors (Brown 2006, p. 2) and as an a priori step for SEM analysis. Finally, Structural

Equation Modeling (SEM) was utilized because of its ability to analyze and test theoretical

models (Schumacker and Lomax 2004). In this case, SEM is essential for testing and

refining the provisional model developed in the qualitative phase.

Based on the factor analyses and provisional model, a hypothetical model was devel-

oped. The connections between the factors were adapted from the provisional model while

the factors themselves were derived from the EFA. The resulting hypothetical model was

then tested using SEM analysis to determine its level of support from the quantitative data.

As part of the testing process, the model was revised several times based on the signifi-

cance values and fit indexes. Two of the factors, feedback provider-knowledge and

feedback provider-skill, were dropped from the model due to their weak association with

other factors or due to their negative effect on fit indexes. A modified model with satis-

factory indexes and significant relationships between its constructs was identified.

Although there is no consensus for a single fit index or criteria for evaluating model fit

(Hu and Bentler 1999), researchers usually consider the following conventional fit indexes:

Chi-square (v2), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Tucker Lewis Index (TLI), and Root Mean

Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA). In this study, model fit criteria suggested by

Schumacker and Lomax (2004), Hu and Bentler (1999), Browne and Cudeck (1993), and

Hatcher (1994) were all considered and at a level indicating the resulting model appro-

priately represents the data it is based on.

Results

Descriptive Data Analysis Results for Research Question 1 and 2: Perceptions

and Attitudes Toward Different Characteristics of Written Feedback and Written

Feedback Providers

The items related to participants’ perceptions and attitudes toward different feedback

characteristics were presented in the questionnaire in five main groups: participants’ need

for feedback for different aspects of their paper, their preferences for the delivery of the

feedback, their general feedback preferences, their specific feedback preferences, and their

attitudes toward critical or negative feedback.

The participants needed feedback most frequently for arguments and justifications in

their paper, clarity and understandability of the statements, inclusion and exclusion of

information, introduction, and conclusion parts of their papers. In terms of communication

mode, 45% had a preference for receiving feedback electronically, 17% preferred to have

handwritten comments, and 37% had no preference for either method.

Table 2 shows participants preferences for several general as well as specific feedback

types. Students tended to favor straightforward, clear, and detailed feedback. They also

favored feedback that provides content related resources that support the direction of their

papers instead of feedback that tries to change the direction of their paper. The participants

preferred feedback examples that are both positive and critical, but mostly feedback with

suggestive tones more than directive tones. Their preference of feedback content was all in

three areas of content and arguments, organization and flow, and mechanical issues.
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Regarding their attitudes toward critical or negative feedback, most participants were

more open to rewriting their paper rather than abandoning their paper when they receive

very critical or negative feedback. Although more than half of the participants responded

that critical or negative feedback affects them emotionally, most participants disagreed that

they lose their self-confidence or motivation when they receive critical or negative

feedback.

The doctoral students had clear preferences for the kind of feedback they want to

receive and tended to favor feedback that gives them clear direction about how to improve

their paper. They seek out comments about important elements, such as arguments and

justifications.

Participants’ perceptions and attitudes toward the characteristics of feedback providers

were examined under two main question groups: the perceived importance of the feedback

provider characteristics regarding the participants’ decision to ask for their feedback and

their perceptions of the feedback providers in relation to the types of feedback they give.

They responded that the feedback providers’ willingness to help; their thinking, organizing,

analyzing, and writing skills; and the trust they have for the feedback provider are

important when deciding to ask for their feedback. Age and the location of the feedback

providers had little importance when participants decided to ask for their feedback. Eighty-

eight percent of the participants agreed with the statement that providers’ feedback is

influenced by their personality. Most of them (80%) also perceived that the feedback

providers have high expectations of the participants when they give critical or negative

feedback.

In another question group the participants were asked more questions about their atti-

tudes toward asking for feedback. Nearly all (91%) of the participants responded that they

ask others for feedback for their academic papers. Regarding whom to ask for feedback,

most participants feel more comfortable asking for feedback from their professors in their

committee (91%), and other doctoral students (75%). Comparably, only 63% felt com-

fortable asking feedback from professors outside of their committee. Seventy-two percent

of the participants looked for several people to give them feedback. As for when they ask

for feedback, 65% of the participants indicated that they look for several feedback occa-

sions at different stages of their papers and 37% of the participants chose that they ask for

feedback only when they cannot improve their paper any further by themselves.

These results show that most of the participants have positive attitudes toward asking

for feedback. However some feedback providers’ characteristics are important to the

participants in their decisions to ask for their feedback and the providers’ feedback is

linked to these characteristics, such as their personality and expectations.

Multivariate Correlational Data Analysis Results for Research Questions 3 and 4:

Relationships Between Factors

A total of 108 items were included at the beginning of data analysis. Questions regarding

participants’ demographic and general information (17 items) and the screening question

(1 item) were not relevant to this part of the analysis. Also, some items regarding the

participants’ written feedback preferences (29 items) were not included either because

these items were too specific individually to form meaningful factors by themselves or to

form a meaningful factor item under other resulting factors. These were confirmed by

conducting several pre-analyses.

According to West et al. (1995, p. 68) an important benchmark includes multivariate

normality for variables. Values exceeding a skewness of 2 or a kurtosis of 7 indicate that
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normality assumption may be violated. Across all 108 items, only one was severely non-

normal (skewness = 2.42, kurtosis = 5.73) and it was excluded from further analyses.

Internal estimates of reliability were computed for the remaining 107 standardized items,

all of which had 4-point scales. The Cronbach’s alpha level for subscales ranged from 0.84

to 0.87, indicating good reliability.

Item analysis using reliability procedure was conducted with 107 standardized items

according to the guidelines of Green and Salkind (2005). Cronbach’s alpha if item deleted

values ranged from 0.83 to 0.84, and Corrected Item Total Correlations values ranged from

-1.46 to 0.43. Items with the lowest Corrected Item Total Correlations and items with

commonality scores lower than 0.4 were detected. Based on these analyses 16 items

impacted the internal reliability and commonality scores negatively were marked for

further examination in the next analysis phase.

Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA)

There were three different scales in the questionnaire (agreement, frequency, and importance

scales). Although all of them were 4-point Likert scales, they relied on different continua.

Since the scales were fundamentally different, separate exploratory factor analyses were

necessary to assure internal consistency of factors. Principal components method was used

for factor extraction with total of 107 items. Multiple criteria, specifically a Scree test (Cattell

1966) and parallel analysis (O’Connor 2000, 2009) were used to determine the number of

factors to rotate for each group of items (Fabrigar et al. 1999). Ten factors for the agreement

scale, four factors for the importance scale, and three factors for the frequency scale were

rotated using an oblique rotation procedure (Fabrigar et al. 1999). Factor extraction incor-

porated the Maximum Likelihood method and rotation employed Direct Oblimin with

Delta = 0. Total variance explained was 47% for agreement, 50% for importance, and 58%

for frequency scale with Goodness of Fit v2 = 2695.18, df = 1820, p = .00; v2 = 394.96,

df = 167, p = .00; and v2 = 84.72, df = 42, p = .00 respectively for each scale.

After the examination of pattern matrix and factor loadings, some factors were elimi-

nated based on the number of items in the factors, their items’ cross-loaded with other

factors, their meaningfulness and interpretation as factors, and the item loadings of the

factors (Brown 2006). Remaining factors were further examined and at least three repre-

sentative items for each factor were selected (MacCallum et al. 1999). Appendix shows the

selected factors and their representative items that were included in the SEM analysis.

In this study, the ratio of sample size to number of measured variables is 276/35 = 7.8

and the ratio of measured variables to number of factors is 35/10 = 3.5. Therefore the

sample size was adequate for the SEM analysis and the factors were overdetermined

(Fabrigar et al. 1999; MacCallum et al. 1999). Regarding the commonalities, they ranged

from 0.45 to 0.81 with mean value of 0.69 with principal components analysis; and they

ranged from 0.09 to 1, with a mean value of 0.57 with maximum likelihood method.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

As an a priori step for SEM, CFA was conducted to establish the construct validity of the

factors, both regarding convergent and discriminant validity (Brown 2006). Based on the

results of the EFA, a 10-factor model was specified and 35 measured variables were

included in the CFA. Because ordinal, noncontinuous indicator variables were included in

the model, Weighted Least Squares (WLS) estimator with theta parameterization was

specified during both CFA and SEM analyses. In Appendix standardized parameter
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estimates are presented. Model parameters were all significant (p \ .01) and explained

substantial amounts of item variance (R2 ranged from 0.36 to 0.94). Composite reliability

of a factor, which is the measurement of reliability of a group of similar items that measure

a construct, ranged from 0.69 to 0.93. Except for Factor 6 which had composite reliability

of 0.69, all other factors had composite reliability higher than 0.7 as recommended by Hair

et al. (1998).

According to these results it can be suggested that the factors found in the EFA may

exist. Moreover, the model fit criteria are satisfied. Specifically, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.97

(Hu and Bentler 1999), RMSEA = 0.06 (Browne and Cudeck 1993; Hu and Bentler 1999),

v2 = 214.822, df = 108, p = .00 (Hatcher 1994), allowing SEM to proceed. Following is

a discussion of the relationship between the factors regarding the nature of the feedback

and the student responses to it, the feedback providers, and decisions to act on feedback

and engage in revisions. A sample item from each factor is provided as a frame of

reference.

The factor with the highest composite reliability score is Attitudes-Critical Feedback.

This factor represents the students’ attitudes toward critical feedback, especially the

negative effect of the critical feedback on their emotions, self-confidence, and motivation

(e.g. ‘‘I lose self-confidence when I receive critical/negative written feedback’’). The

students’ different motivations to write academic papers also formed as a factor. The items

in this factor are related to students’ desires to contribute to the field and develop their

skills and knowledge as an academician (e.g. ‘‘My motivation for academic writing is to

contribute knowledge to the field’’). Department is another factor formed after the factor

analyses. Its items are relevant to the perceived opportunities for collaborative writing with

faculty members in the department (e.g. ‘‘The faculty members often write academic

papers with their students’’). Beyond these factors, CFA identified factors about students’

attitudes toward Asking for Feedback. (e.g. ‘‘I look for several people to give me written

feedback for my papers’’) and the sources of feedback.

Four factors, Provider-Help, Provider-Knowledge, Provider-Skill, and Provider-

Personality all dealt with students’ perceptions and attitudes toward feedback providers’

different characteristics. The items in these factors answered the following main question:

‘‘How important are the following characteristics of a person to you when deciding

whether or not to ask for their written feedback?’’ Provider-Help as a factor contains items

regarding the feedback providers’ willingness and time to give feedback to students (e.g.:

‘‘Whether I feel that I won’t be a burden to him/her’’) while Provider-Knowledge factor

items are about the feedback providers’ knowledge and interest level in the content area of

the students’ paper (e.g.: ‘‘His/her knowledge level in the content area that my paper is

about’’). Provider-Skill factor items are about the feedback providers’ skills in writing,

thinking, organizing, and analyzing (e.g.: ‘‘His/her writing skills’’). Provider- Personality

factor items addressed the question from the perspective of both student trust for and

personality alignment with feedback providers (e.g.: ‘‘Whether I trust him/her as a per-

son’’). While reactions to feedback providers are important, what students do with feed-

back is equally important.

The final two factors were related to the students’ revision decisions when they do not

agree with feedback. The Revision Decision-External factor included items about students’

consideration of punishment–reward and authority–power relationships when they are

revising their papers (e.g. ‘‘If I don’t agree with a written feedback comment, before

deciding to ignore or use that comment for my revisions I ask myself: Will there be some

kind of punishment for not revising this way?’’). Revision Decision-Justification, on the

other hand, represents a trade-off between student confidence in what they wrote and the
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merits of the feedback provided (e.g. ‘‘If I don’t agree with a written feedback comment,

before deciding to ignore or use that comment for my revisions I ask myself: Is there any

justification for that feedback?’’).

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)

Based on the provisional model, a hypothetical model was developed with all 10 factors

resulted in the EFA to be tested in the SEM. Compared to provisional model’s fac-

tors which were based on qualitative data analyses results, the hypothetical model’s factors

were based on EFA results and included specific questionnaire items. Direct and mediating

relationships between factors were identified. The hypothetical model was then tested with

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) analysis. Only seven of the hypothesized direct

effects from the hypothetical model were found to be significant. Several other connections

were explored and found to not be statistically significant. CFI and TLI indexes satisfied

the criteria (CFI = 0.95; TLI = 0.95), and according to RMSEA indexes, this model has a

fair fit (RMSEA = 0.08). Chi-square criterion was not satisfied (v2 = 258.122, df = 91,

p = .00, v2/df = 2.84). It has been concluded that although the model has a fair fit, it can

be improved.

Considering the provisional model, the model was modified several times by deleting

weak connections between factors and by observing the effect of the changes on the model

modification indices and statistical significance of the parameter estimations. CFI and TLI

indexes of the modified model satisfied the criteria, CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.96 (Hu and

Bentler 1999). According to RMSEA indexes, this model has a fair fit, RMSEA = 0.08

(Browne and Cudeck 1993). The Chi-square criterion, however, was not satisfied,

v2 = 1345.002, df = 448, p = .00 (Hatcher 1994; Schumacker and Lomax 2004). Based

on the satisfaction of most of the model fit criteria, the model’s strong relationship with

qualitative data analysis, and statistical significance of the estimates, the following model

as presented in Fig. 2 is deemed representational of the data.

In SEM terminology, exogenous variables or factors are similar to independent vari-

ables. They originate paths but they do not receive them. Endogenous variables or factors

on the other hand are similar to dependent variables in that they receive paths or influence

from exogenous variables. They differ from dependent variables in that they may also

originate paths to other variables and factors (Raykov and Marcoulides 2000). In this study,

Fig. 2 Modified model. (Note: Solid lines: direct effect; dashed lines: indirect effect; numbers: estimations
based on STDYX standardization values (larger values indicates larger influence); * significant at p \ .05)
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the exogenous factors were Department, Attitudes- Critical Feedback, Provider-Personality.

Endogenous factors were Motivations, Asking for Feedback, Provider-Help, Revision

Decision- Justification, Revision Decision- External.

The model is recursive, which means the arrows lead in one direction rather than

showing bi-directional relationships. There is a mediated relation between Department,

Motivations, Asking for Feedback, and Provider-Help, in which Motivations modifies the

effect of Department on Asking for Feedback, and Asking for Feedback modifies the effect

of Motivations on Provider-Help. Therefore, Motivations and Asking for Feedback are

mediating factors although only the mediating effect of the former is significant. However,

in mediated relation between the factors Attitudes-Critical Feedback and Provider-Help,

Asking for Feedback factor serves as a significant mediator.

According to this model, participants’ perceptions toward the opportunities to write

academic papers with faculty members in their departments directly and positively influ-

ence their motivations for academic writing, specifically regarding improving and con-

tributing to the field and improving themselves as academicians. Moreover, it positively

and indirectly influences participants’ attitudes toward asking for written feedback for their

academic papers from several people and several times, which is also positively affected

by their described motivations.

Participants’ attitudes toward critical written feedback, especially the negative effect of

the critical feedback on their emotions, self-confidence, and motivation negatively influ-

ence their attitudes toward asking for feedback. Moreover, it positively influences their

revision decisions related to the frequency of their consideration of punishment–reward

issues, authority–power issues, and the underlying motivation issues in the feedback;

which are also influenced by the participants’ attitudes toward the feedback providers’

personality when considering asking for their feedback.

Furthermore, doctoral students’ tendency to ask for more written feedback negatively

influence their attitudes toward the feedback providers’ ability to dedicate time and their

willingness to help. The latter is also indirectly influenced by participants’ attitudes toward

critical or negative written feedback. Participants’ revision decisions, specifically the

frequency in their consideration of the justification in the feedback, the need for revision,

and their confidence level in what they wrote when they do not agree with the feedback, is

positively influenced by their motivations in improving the field and improving themselves

as academicians. The model will be described in detail in the next section.

Discussion

Limitations of the Study

Before discussing the findings, the following limitations of this study should be considered.

1. The use of convenience sampling procedure decreases the generalizability of the

findings. The data were collected in only two large universities, which were both

research institutions with extensive social science graduate programs.

2. The participation rates for the questionnaire are 21% for the urban university and 35%

for the land-grant university. The participation rate for the interviews is 54%. Some

students may have chosen not to respond to the questionnaire. There is no information

that the remaining doctoral students have the same perceptions and attitudes as the

participants in this study.

524 Res High Educ (2011) 52:508–536

123



3. The validity and reliability of the results of this study are limited to the honesty of the

participants’ responses to the interviews and the questionnaire.

4. Although the SEM analysis results indicated adequate fit, the final model is not the

only model that fits the data. Chi-Square Test of Model Fit criterion was not satisfied

although CFI and TLI indexes met the specified criteria. RMSEA value also showed

that the model has a fair fit but not a close fit. Therefore, improvements can be made to

the final model.

5. Students from the fields of business and economics were left out of the interview stage

to make the qualitative data collection and analysis tasks more parsimonious. As a

result, the questionnaire and SEM model built on the questionnaire data may not

accurately reflect the feedback practices from these disciplines.

Perceptions and Attitudes Toward Different Characteristics of Written Feedback

and Written Feedback Providers

Some of the descriptive analysis results were parallel to the findings of Eyres et al. (2001).

Most of the doctoral students participating in this study also preferred to have specific

comments to support their arguments and to increase clarity. In addition to the content or

nature of the feedback students frequently considered the tone of the feedback, preferring a

balanced of positive and critical feedback. This aligns with Bolker’s (1998) suggestions that

doctoral advisors be careful about the tone of the feedback, start their feedback with positive

comments before the critical ones, and give very negative feedback in a gentle way.

Even though 62% of the students reported that critical and negative feedback affects

them emotionally, only about half of these participants lose their self confidence or

motivations after receiving such feedback. This is an indication that some of these students

might be able to control their emotions toward critical or negative feedback; however the

remaining students might need additional support. One factor that improves students’ self-

confidence in their writing and reduce the negative effects of critical and negative feedback

can be the practice of giving and receiving critiques over a period of time (Caffarella and

Barnett 2000).

Results showed that most participants wanted to feel comfortable soliciting feedback,

and did not want to feel like a burden to feedback providers. Students sought potential

feedback providers with time and who were willing to help. They feel more comfortable

asking for feedback from professors in their committees than those who are not in their

committees. Although this describes a majority of the participant reactions to and per-

ceptions of feedback providers, it does not describe all of them. SEM analysis results

indicated that active seekers of feedback are less concerned about the feedback providers’

willingness or time to give feedback.

According to the previous studies in the literature, doctoral students want feedback for

multiple drafts (Eyres et al. 2001) and their confidence improves as they receive ongoing

feedback (Caffarella and Barnett 2000). In this study, however, about 35% of the partic-

ipants reported that they do not look for different feedback occasions at different stages of

their writing and they wait until they cannot improve their paper any further by themselves.

Based on the SEM results, this situation might be related to perceived opportunities to

write academic papers with faculty members and their attitudes toward critical feedback.

Students perceiving few opportunities to engage in collaborative writing activities with

faculty members, may lose their motivation to contribute to the field with academic

writing, improve themselves as academicians, and have recognition in the field. This, in
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turn, negatively influences their feedback seeking attitudes. Such students see sharing their

writing as a risk. As one interview participant explained, ‘‘I tend not to show my work if I

feel like it’s not ready…because I don’t want to expose myself to that level.’’

Doctoral students placed value in more general characteristics of feedback providers.

Based on the descriptive data analysis, students seek feedback from providers who exhibit

high quality thinking, organizational, analytical, and general writing skills. In fact, the

skills of feedback providers were more important than content knowledge when students

considered potential feedback providers. The lack of emphasis on content knowledge

makes sense given that some of the valued forms of feedback were much more content

neutral. Students valued comments about clarity of writing, consistency of the overall

paper, and organization or flow of the paper. This is encouraging for those seeking to

collaborate across departments or programs, and suggests that interdisciplinary feedback

opportunities can be useful for students’ academic writing alongside feedback from the

students’ own program.

The Influence of Perceived Opportunities to Write Academic Papers with Faculty

Members

According to the SEM analysis results, the doctoral students’ perceptions toward available

opportunities to write academic papers with faculty members influence their motivations

for academic writing to contribute to their field, improve themselves as academicians, and

have recognition in the field. This relationships can be explained in the framework of

Situated Learning and Communities of Practice (Lave and Wenger 1991). Participation in

the actual practices and the activities of the full participants can help doctoral students to

improve their knowledge and skills, learn the criteria and conventions of the discipline, and

build their identity in the academic community. The available opportunities to write

academic papers with faculty members imply the available opportunities to participate

with the support of experienced community members to produce publishable products.

Perceived availability of this support, therefore, might shift their motivations to write

academic papers toward becoming a full participant by contributing knowledge to the field;

sharing their ideas and findings with other members; gaining experiences, skills, and

knowledge as academicians; and building recognition in the field.

Peters (1992) also listed several advantages of graduate students coauthoring with their

advisors. Aside from getting guidance from them to produce good quality papers, it may

make it easier for their papers to be published and increases the students’ reputations if

their advisors are well-known in the field. However, when there are problems with stu-

dents’ integration into the academic communities, it becomes not only harder to obtain

these outcomes, but this even leads to student’ attrition (Lovitts 2001). The following

interview participant’s opinions illustrate this relationship:

It’s [academic writing] obviously enjoyable because I get to do the research that I

want with certain faculty members, and then of course the products out of that are

writing and publication and also presentations at conferences…. I think they really

do a good job here preparing us for that mentality of, really, if you wanna academic

position then, you need to publish, so, that’s really what they push here…having

those opportunities, we’re very productive department, so you know, everyone’s

always writing some sort of grant or some sort of publication, do some sort of

research, and so, just asking to be part of that is really nice.

526 Res High Educ (2011) 52:508–536

123



In the process of developing their identity in the academic community, doctoral students

can make use of the opportunities to write with more experienced writers and researchers

who have similar motivations and interests. This will further increase their motivations to

integrate into the academic communities of their disciplines.

SEM analysis results also showed that doctoral students’ motivations for engaging in

academic writing activities to contribute to the field, improve themselves as academicians,

and have recognition in the field positively influence their attitudes toward actively asking

for written feedback. The implication is that students see feedback as a valuable pre-

liminary step in achieving their goal of academic recognition through publication. One

participant explained his purpose of asking for written feedback from his committee

members and chair as follows:

Maybe because I wanna get through like preliminary peer review. If my committee

and mentors, if they like it and they stamp it and say ‘‘yep, this is good’’, then when I

submit it for publication, it has a better chance of being accepted or published.

The perceived opportunities to write academic papers with faculty members was also

found to have a significant but indirect influence on the participants’ attitudes of actively

asking for feedback. It can be suggested that faculty members’ perceived attitudes toward

doctoral students’ participation in the academic practice collaboratively with them might

also encourage students to ask for more help in the form of written feedback. One of the

interview participants stated:

I have two professors now that have said ‘‘we’ve got to write an article together as

soon as you get this [dissertation] edited. And so, I am learning humility I think. I am

learning from them how to say this ‘‘I really need feedback on it’’ and…when they

start the crossing out and the revising in that, I am learning to think ‘‘wow, you really

did make this better, this is really great!’’

Another possible reason is that since collaborative writing requires a lot of communi-

cation between authors, it is expected that the doctoral students ask for more frequent

feedback from their coauthors. Furthermore, these collaborative writing activities and

feedback practices might help to build the collaborative relationship between the student

and the faculty, and the student might feel comfortable asking for the faculty’s feedback

frequently, as one of the interview participants explained below.

I think the more, the better relationship you have, then the more closely you work

with those people and that just kind of sets in motion that cycle of going to those

people for more feedback and more feedback and then you forge those relationships.

Consequently, it is possible that developing a colleague-to-colleague relationship with

the students, coauthoring academic papers with them, and giving and receiving feedback

might encourage students to ask for feedback more actively and frequently when students

are motivated to contribute to the field, improve themselves as academicians, and develop

their reputation in the field.

The Influence of Doctoral Students’ Attitudes Toward Critical or Negative Written

Feedback

Based on SEM analysis results, the participants’ attitudes toward critical or negative

feedback regarding their emotions, self confidence, and motivations influence their atti-

tudes of actively asking for feedback. When doctoral students are scared to have critical or
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negative feedback, and when they feel embarrassed, lose self confidence and motivation

after receiving critical or negative feedback, they refrain from actively asking for feedback.

As described by one participant, this may be associated with the beginning phases of study:

‘‘When I was a new graduate student…. I was scared to ask for feedback, ‘cause…. I was

scared about getting negative feedback.’’ In the reverse case, when students feel that they

are less affected by critical or negative feedback they actively ask for feedback from

several people and on several drafts. One such interview participant explained the

following:

…you just need to learn to take it and say, ‘‘ok what can I take away from this, how

can I improve?’’…. I think, as the more feedback I get the happier I am because…it’s

just, it makes me a better writer and even if I reject some of the feedback, it’s still

useful, because, I can see where they’re coming from, and I can see why they’ve said

it.

Although further research is needed, the implication is that the emotional reactions to

negative feedback diminish with experience.

Most of the interview participants in Lovitts’ study (2001) who did not complete their

doctoral degree reported that they had limited academic and social interaction with the

faculty and their advisors. Their interaction with other doctoral students also diminished

over time. They reported faculty were not open to students and not interested in building

relationships with them. Faculty were seen as cold and intimidating, and too busy, or not

available for them. On the other hand, degree completers reported good experiences with

faculty with whom they had academic and social interactions, who were friendly and open,

who were interested in students’ progress and cared about them, and who were available

and had time for the students. The degree completers found their advisor very helpful.

Among their reasons of satisfaction with their advisors, some noted the useful and quick

feedback they received from them.

Consequently, as some students whose emotions, self confidence, and motivations are

negatively affected by the critical or negative feedback, it is possible that they are also

affected by the feedback providers’ attitudes toward the students, especially their help-

fulness or negligence. This, in turn, may reflect on students’ decisions in asking for their

feedback and therefore may influence their future academic relationship with that person.

The Influence of Doctoral Students’ Feedback Seeking Attitudes

Regarding the significant but negative influence of students’ attitudes toward asking for

feedback on the students’ attitudes toward the feedback providers’ willingness and time to

provide feedback (SEM analysis finding), it can be suggested that students’ active feed-

back-pursuit attitude influences them to consider less about the potential feedback pro-

viders’ willingness or time to give them feedback when they decide to ask for their

feedback.

I would like more, I don’t think there is ever enough feedback, and you know, if

there is a way to get more, I would be open to it, but everybody gets really busy with

their lives and I think in their eyes, we get to a point where you know, they wanna set

us free and have us fly on our own eventually and so the feedback tends to, well

actually to the dissertation process, it has been great. You know, but I know that that

will end soon.
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Walker et al. (2008) reported that some of the faculty who participated in their study

explained that they spend more time with students who are ‘‘proactive’’ (p. 107).

Considering this, it can be suggested that the faculty might spend more time with students

who are actively seeking for feedback.

The Influence on Revision Decisions

According to the SEM analysis results, the participants’ motivations for academic writing

to contribute to the field and improve themselves as academicians positively and signifi-

cantly influence some of their revision decisions when they do not agree with the feedback.

When students’ motivations for academic writing are focused on contributing to the field

and improving themselves as academicians, this leads them to frequently question the

justification in the feedback, the need for revision, and their confidence in what they wrote.

As an example, an interview participant whose motivations for academic writing are to

share his ideas with others and to improve his vita for job applications described the issues

that affect his decisions to accept or reject a feedback comment as follows:

Do I agree with their justification. Because if I do, then the cause is good, and then

I’ll take a look at what their specific suggestion is, if they, cause they may say

‘‘revise this’’ and then they’ll say, ‘‘and this is how’’. Well, those are two separate

things. So, their justification will help me accept whether or not it needs revision,

then I can evaluate their suggestion to see if I want to do it that way or not.

Foss and Waters (2007) stated that how students manage feedback affects their pro-

fessional images. They suggested doctoral students listen to critiques and suggestions and

accept feedback; however, they also suggested students respond to these critiques and

suggestions, defend their ideas, and negotiate for revisions when necessary. Accordingly,

the result of this study can be interpreted in that as students are more motivated to develop

their academic identity with their writings, they increase their competence to defend their

ideas and thus engage in the ‘‘scholarly behavior’’.

The SEM analysis results also showed that participants’ attitudes toward critical or

negative written feedback, especially the effect of feedback on their emotions, self con-

fidence, and motivations, influence their revision decisions when they do not agree with the

feedback. When the negative effect of the critical or negative feedback on their emotions,

self confidence, and motivations is stronger and when they receive feedback that they do

not agree with, this influences them to more frequently consider the issues of punishment–

reward, authority–power relationships with the feedback provider and feedback providers’

motivation for giving that feedback. This suggests that the negative emotional effect of

feedback might lead students to think more about the conditions under which the feedback

is given. As an example, a participant stated:

Sometimes journal reviewers give you snotty feedback (laughing). It’s very, kind of

rude, kind of harsh, more putting you down and, you know, kind of makes you

wonder if there is some other agenda.

Similarly, Eyres et al. (2001) reported that doctoral students considered the feedback

providers’ motivations while examining feedback. They appreciated feedback when they

perceive that the feedback provider was trying to be helpful. As for managing criticism and

disagreement with feedback Li and Seale (2007) suggested the supervisor and the

supervisee to minimize the cases that may cause embarrassment, manage power relations,

and have communication based on mutual respect and politeness.
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Descriptive data analysis showed that, trust for and perceived responsibility of the

feedback provider was important to participants. Personality in fact may both assist and

hinder the reception of feedback, ‘‘For example, the person’s characteristics, personality

will affect what I will fix in the paper. And perhaps, sometimes I don’t like some feedback

because I don’t like the person who gave me the feedback.’’ Perceptions of the feedback

provider can also establish punishment–reward, authority–power relationships that call into

question the motivations for the feedback itself. At times, these can be quite damaging:

I think intimidation by that person causes you to be a little bit more defensive. And

maybe that mentally affects how you consider fixing what they’re telling you to fix.

And if you feel more intimidated, or you feel like they’re sort of trying to put you

down, or put you in your place then, then maybe you become, you become more of a

person, that’s offended by that.

In short, the conditions under which the feedback is given, the feedback provider, and

students’ attitudes affect the students’ revision decisions.

As presented in this study, there are several factors that affect doctoral students’ written

feedback practices, including their attitudes toward different types of feedback, their

relationships with the feedback providers, and so forth. Some of the relationships of these

factors were explored and discussed in this article. These findings have important impli-

cations to theory and practice and further research would be useful to retest or extend the

findings of this study as discussed in the following sections.

Implications

Written feedback is one of the most important instructional communication methods

between doctoral students and other members of the academic community. It is part of the

dialogue that holds messages about the practices of this community. Doctoral students may

perceive these messages differently, they may load other messages to feedback with their

attitudes, and they may use feedback in various ways in their revisions. The theory and

practice of effective written feedback design for doctoral students’ academic writing needs

an understanding of how these factors are related to each other in a way to support students

to improve their writing and to increase their motivation for their participation in the

practices of the community. This study has been conducted to provide an explanatory

model that shows the relationships of several factors related to students’ written feedback

practices. It has important implications to the research and theory.

While important contributions have already been made in the literature regarding the

perceptions and attitudes of doctoral students toward written feedback, they have been

piecemeal, examining only part of the complex relationships examined in this study. The

presented model provides a more clear and comprehensive picture of the relationships

between each of the identified factors. Researchers investigating one or more of the

constructs in the model can utilize this information for several kinds of analyses, including

correlation, regression, meaningful covariates for ANCOVA, or by expanding on the SEM

done in this study. The instrument used proved both reliable and valid for this particular

sampling frame. It is available to those wishing to measure the same constructs, but

replication work is needed to determine the extent to which both the instrument and the

model remain robust with different populations.

In addition to exploring the relationships between factors previously studied in isola-

tion, this work is informed by the pragmatic solutions that have evolved over time, as
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judged by those receiving the feedback, meaning the doctoral students themselves.

The results are practically significant to those providing the feedback. Faculty, super-

visors, journal editors, and peers have no doubt developed their own intuitive and

pragmatic frameworks about how to support doctoral students’ academic writing.

However with examining the resulting model they might be lead to carefully consider

how they craft their feedback so that it leads to meaningful revisions and furthers the

shared goal of improving academic writing. Feedback providers may consider the list of

feedback characteristics that most of the participant doctoral students preferred to receive

in this study. The list will be useful when feedback providers do not know much about

their students’ preferences of written feedback. They may individualize their feedback by

utilizing the questionnaire developed in this study to know more about their students’

written feedback preferences.

An important implication of the model to the practice is about the effect of doctoral

students’ co-authorship with faculty and subsequent increase in students’ motivations to

contribute to the field with their writing. Considering the positive effect of co-authorship

on motivation, faculty should be encouraged to write with their students in a colleague to

colleague relationship to motivate them to engage in academic writing toward becoming

full participants in the academic community. They should inform the students about the

collaborative writing opportunities in departments and invite students to contribute.

Engaging in collaborative writing will influence students to become more active feed-

back seekers not only to improve their knowledge and skills but also to improve the

co-authored piece. One suggestion for faculty is to allocate certain time blocks each

week to provide regular feedback for students’ writing. This will not only help individual

faculty to organize and regulate feedback activities for these students, but may also allow

hesitant students to have a courage to ask for feedback, such as students who are not yet

active feedback seekers, who are negatively affected by critical or negative feedback,

and who perceive that the faculty do not have time for them or not willing to help.

Setting such time blocks will allow and encourage students to get regular feedback from

different sources.

In these sessions, faculty may provide feedback in incremental ways, focusing on the

most important issues first and then other issues later in the subsequent revisions. This way,

students who are negative affected by critical or negative feedback will not be over-

whelmed with the amount of critical comments. Examining subsequent versions of the

paper regularly and providing one-on-one oral feedback sessions based on written feedback

will also allow faculty to detect how their feedback is being used and the patterns for

effective revisions.

Aside from these feedback sessions, there should be support structures at department,

discipline, or institution level for students who are negatively affected by critical or

negative feedback. As these students are usually not active feedback seekers and frequently

consider external conditions under which the feedback is given during their revisions, safe

environments should be provided for them early in their program to receive regular

feedback and to revise their papers. Writing groups are useful support systems to provide

such safe environments for them to practice giving and receiving feedback. Involvement in

the activities of writing groups can also broaden the opportunities of collaborative writing

with peers. Departmental and administrative support is necessary to organize written

feedback time-blocks for each faculty and to manage writing groups.

The implication of this study for doctoral students is twofold. Doctoral students may use

the resulting model as conceptual framework to compare it with their own relevant

experiences and opinions. This may facilitate inner reflection and external dialogue
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between doctoral students and feedback providers which may help doctoral students to

further question and recognize their own perceptions and attitudes toward seeking out,

reacting to, and utilizing feedback. Also, as prospective faculty members who are going to

give feedback to their own students, doctoral students may consider the results and

evaluate their own written feedback that they give to their peers.

Recommendations for Further Research

This research is fundamentally descriptive in nature and an important building block.

The next logical step is to examine why these relationships exist, and research how they

might be leveraged to create meaningful changes in the practice of both providing and

utilizing feedback to improve doctoral student writing. The model can be expanded by

exploring the possible relationships of the model with the students’ different characteris-

tics, such as demographics, or individual challenges with academic writing. Perceptions

and attitudes may be explored in relation to the model such as writing self-efficacy,

attitudes toward their programs, and student perceptions of evaluation criteria. Another

fruitful research area is the examination of oral feedback based on written feedback and its

influence on the quality of the revisions.

Several research studies could be conducted to expand on the contribution of study.

Replication for the first stage of the study is needed with more participation from

business and economics programs. If an expanded qualitative analysis results in a dif-

ferent provisional model, then questionnaire questions may need to be added to more

accurately reflect this segment of the social sciences. Similar replication work is needed

with an exclusively ESL population in the second stage data collection. Moreover,

broadening the scope for both stages of work, a model is needed for students from the

natural sciences. An increasing number of doctoral students earn their degrees at a

distance, or are ‘‘all but dissertation’’ and finishing at remote locations. A meaningful

extension to this work might examine feedback processes when feedback providers and

recipients are geographically separated. Finally, the provisional qualitative model was

based on students with the experience in writing and receiving feedback. Additional

work could focus on how student perceptions change over time, from new doctoral

students with their expectations and early experiences to new faculty collaborating with

their mentors and their new colleagues.

This work focuses on the perceptions and attitudes from a student perspective. Similar

work is needed to illuminate the feedback process from a faculty perspective. Faculty’s

perceived responsibilities as feedback providers, reasons for providing feedback and their

reactions to how the feedback is received might provide valuable insight into why faculty

undertake the revision process.

Despite opportunities for extension, the model in its current form does make a valuable

contribution to the literature. Up to this point, existing work has been isolated to single

disciplines or institutions and no empirically derived model of feedback for doctoral stu-

dent writing existed. The absence of a model is critical because a great deal of effort has

gone into designing interventions (see Biklen and Casella 2007 among others) based on

feedback without a comprehensive understanding of how that feedback is received. Quality

writing by doctoral students impacts the reputation of their home institutions, their market-

ability as academicians, and plays a role in the larger context of teaching, research and

service for obtaining tenure.
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Appendix

See Table 3.

Table 3 Standardized paramater estimates for 10 factors-estimates (standard errors)—STDYX
standardization

Factors and items in the questionnaire that represent the factors Loadings
(standard
errors)

R2

Factor 1: Attitudes- critical feedback (reliability = 0.93, scale = agreement)

120. I lose self-confidence when I receive critical/negative written feedback 0.87 (0.02) 0.75

148. The feedback process affects me emotionally 0.85 (0.03) 0.72

118. I am scared to get critical/negative written feedback 0.84 (0.02) 0.71

119. Having critical/negative written feedback makes me feel embarrassed 0.84 (0.02) 0.71

117. Critical/negative written feedback affects me emotionally 0.82 (0.02) 0.67

121. I lose my motivation to work on my paper further when I receive
critical/negative written feedback

0.74 (0.03) 0.54

Factor 2: Motivations (reliability = 0.89; scale = agreement)

28: To contribute knowledge to the field 0.96 (0.02) 0.93

27: To share my ideas or findings with others 0.94 (0.02) 0.87

25: To gain experiences, skills, and knowledge as an academician 0.69 (0.04) 0.48

26: To have recognition in the field 0.63 (0.04) 0.39

Factor 3: Department (reliability = 0.92; scale = agreement)

34: The faculty members invite me to write academic papers together with them 0.90 (0.02) 0.82

33: The faculty members often write academic papers with their students 0.90 (0.02) 0.81

36: There are a lot of opportunities to write academic papers with faculty members 0.87 (0.02) 0.76

Factor 4: Asking for feedback (reliability = 0.88; scale = agreement)

38: I look for several people to give me written feedback for my papers 0.92 (0.02) 0.85

37: I ask others for written feedback on my academic papers 0.86 (0.03) 0.74

39: I look for several written feedback occasions at different stages of my papers 0.75 (0.04) 0.56

Factor 5: Provider-help (reliability = 0.88; scale = importance)

65: Whether I feel that I won’t be a burden to him/her 0.97 (0.02) 0.94

66: Whether I think they have time to give me feedback 0.86 (0.03) 0.74

64: Whether I feel that he/she will be willing to help 0.68 (0.04) 0.47

Factor 6: Provider-knowledge (reliability = 0.69; scale = importance)

53: Whether he/she thinks my paper is important 0.68 (0.07) 0.46

51: His/her knowledge level in the content area that my paper is about 0.67 (0.06) 0.45

50: His/her being in the same discipline or not 0.60 (0.06) 0.36

Factor 7: Provider-skill (reliability = 0.85; scale = importance)

56: His/her writing skills 0.86 (0.04) 0.74

57: His/her writing style 0.82 (0.03) 0.66

58: His/her thinking, organizing, and analyzing skills 0.75 (0.04) 0.57

Factor 8: Provider- personality (reliability = 0.81; scale = importance)

60: Whether he/she is a responsible person 0.83 (0.04) 0.69

61: Whether I trust him/her as a person 0.83 (0.03) 0.68

59: Whether I like his/her personality 0.64 (0.04) 0.41

Res High Educ (2011) 52:508–536 533

123



References

Aitchison, C., & Lee, A. (2006). Research writing: Problems and pedagogies. Teaching in Higher Educa-
tion, 11(3), 265–278.

Alter, C., & Adkins, C. (2006). Assessing student writing proficiency in graduate schools of social work.
Journal of Social Work Education, 42(2), 337–354.

Becher, T., & Trowler, P. R. (2001). Academic tribes and territories: Intellectual enquiry and the culture of
disciplines (2nd ed.). Buckingham, UK: Open University Press/SRHE.

Biklen, S. K., & Casella, R. (2007). A practical guide to the qualitative dissertation. New York: Teachers
College Press.

Blaxter, L., Hughes, C., & Tight, M. (1998). Writing on academic careers. Studies in Higher Education,
23(3), 281–295.

Bolker, J. (1998). Writing your dissertation in fifteen minutes a day: A guide to starting, revising, and
finishing your doctoral thesis. New York: Henry Holt and Company.

Bradburn, N. M., Sudman, S., & Wansink, B. (2004). Asking questions: The definitive guide to questionnaire
design—For market research, political polls, and social and health questionnaires (Rev. Ed.). San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Brill, J., Bishop, M., & Walker, A. (2006). An investigation into the competencies required of an effective
project manager: A Web-based Delphi study. Educational Technology Research and Development,
54(2), 115–140.

Brinko, K. T. (1993). The practice of giving feedback to improve teaching. Journal of Higher Education,
64(5), 574–593.

Brown, T. A. (2006). Confirmatory factor analysis for applied research. New York: The Guilford Press.
Browne, M. W., & Cudeck, R. (1993). Alternative ways of assessing model fit. In K. A. Bollen & J. S. Long

(Eds.), Testing structural equation models (pp. 136–162). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Caffarella, R. S., & Barnett, B. G. (2000). Teaching doctoral students to become scholarly writers: The

importance of giving and receiving critiques. Studies in Higher Education, 25(1), 39–52.
Cattell, R. (1966). The Scree test for the number of factors. Multivariate and Behavioral Research, 1,

245–276.
Creswell, J. W. (2003). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches (2nd ed.).

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Table 3 continued

Factors and items in the questionnaire that represent the factors Loadings
(standard
errors)

R2

Factor 9: Revision decision- external (reliability = 0.88; scale = frequency)

134: Will there be some kind of punishment for not revising this way? 0.87 (0.02) 0.75

140: What kind of authority–power relationship do I have with the person
who gave me this feedback?

0.82 (0.03) 0.67

135: Will there be some kind of reward for revising this way? 0.79 (0.03) 0.62

141: What kind of motivation or agenda might this person have for giving me this
feedback?

0.72 (0.04) 0.51

Factor 10: Revision decision- justification (reliability = 0.86; scale = frequency)

132: Is there any justification for that feedback? 0.89 (0.04) 0.80

133: Is there really a need to make the change? 0.85 (0.04) 0.72

131: Am I confident in what I wrote? 0.70 (0.05) 0.49

Note: Reliability represents composite Cronbach’s alpha for items in a factor. Agreement scales consisted of
strongly disagree, disagree, agree, strongly agree. Frequency scales consisted of never, seldom, sometimes,
often. Importance scales consisted of unimportant, somewhat important, important, very important

534 Res High Educ (2011) 52:508–536

123



Creswell, J. W., Clark, V. L. P., Gutmann, M. L., & Hanson, W. E. (2003). Advanced mixed methods
research designs. In A. Tashakkori & C. Teddlie (Eds.), Handbook of mixed methods in social and
behavioral research (pp. 209–240). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Crossouard, B., & Pryor, J. (2009). Using email for formative assessment with professional doctorate
students. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 34(4), 377–388.

DeLyser, D. (2003). Teaching graduate students to write a seminar for thesis and dissertation writers.
Journal of Geography in Higher Education, 27(2), 169–181.

Dempsey, J. V., & Sales, G. C. (Eds.). (1993). Interactive instruction and feedback. Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Educational Technology Publications.

Dillman, D. A. (2007). Mail and Internet surveys: The tailored design method (2nd ed.). Hoboken, NJ: John
Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Eyres, S. J., Hatch, D. H., Turner, S. B., & West, M. (2001). Doctoral students’ responses to writing critique:
Messages for teachers. Journal of Nursing Education, 40(4), 149–155.

Fabrigar, L. R., Wegener, D. T., MacCallum, R. C., & Strahan, E. J. (1999). Evaluating the use of
exploratory factor analysis in psychological research. Psychological Methods, 4(3), 272–299.

Foss, S. K., & Waters, W. (2007). Destination dissertation: A traveler’s guide to a done dissertation.
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.

Gagné, R. M. (1985). The conditions of learning and theory of instruction (4th ed.). New York: Holt,
Rinehart and Winston.
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