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ARTICLE

What Barriers do Students Perceive to Engagement with 
Automated Immediate Formative Feedback
Stephen Foster

A small preliminary PhD research project used OpenEssayist, a web based automated writing evaluation 
(AWE) system designed to provide immediate formative feedback to students, to gain insights into how 
students use such systems. One of the themes which emerged from the data analysis was that most 
of the students on the module did not make use of OpenEssayist, which raised the question of why? 
Are there barriers to student use of immediate AWE feedback? The low uptake of use of OpenEssayist 
reflects the findings of (Attali, 2004), whose research on the Criterion AWE system found that 71% of 
students did not make use of the redrafting facilities of Criterion and were excluded from his data. All 
thirty (n = 30) students on the module subject of the preliminary research had the opportunity to use 
OpenEssayist, regardless of whether they participated in the research, only four students chose to do 
so. Two students who did not use OpenEssayist were interviewed. The first did not use OpenEssayist for 
technical reasons, the second did not have enough time to learn about the software. It is not known why 
the other students did not make use of OpenEssayist. This short paper reports on the preliminary find-
ings of non-use of AWE and outlines how that has led to a research question for a PhD project, which is 
a work-in-progress. The question is: Are there barriers to student use of immediate AWE feedback?
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Introduction
Hattie and Timperley (2007) observed that feedback is one 
of the most powerful factors affecting learning, though 
that effectiveness varies depending on how the feedback 
is delivered. Helping students to learn by encouraging dia-
logue with feedback is an important part of a lecturer’s 
role and feedback can play an important role in develop-
ing essay writing skills and motivating students to achieve 
their academic goals (Irons, 2008). However one of the 
challenges facing busy lecturers is how to provide timely 
feedback which facilitates student learning (Irons, 2008). 

This article reports on work-in-progress in respect of 
one element of a PhD research project. The overall aim 
of the project is to build on previous automated writing 
evaluation (AWE) research, and address some of the criti-
cisms identified in the literature about the usefulness of 
AWE by asking students about their perceptions of AWE 
feedback and how it can support them in their writing of 
essays and development of essay writing skills. This paper 
will discuss one component of the project, the aim of 
which is to explore student perceptions of the barriers to 
engagement with AWE. The paper will highlight an obser-
vation regarding the use of AWE by students then report 
the results of a small-scale preliminary project which gave 
students access to OpenEssayist, an AWE tool developed 

by The Open University and Oxford University. It will then 
discuss the results of the preliminary project and the fur-
ther research which is planned. 

Literature
Stevenson and Phakiti (2014) conducted a meta-analysis 
of the research into AWE feedback and the extent to which 
students perceive that AWE software can help them with 
essay writing and develop their essay writing skills. Their 
review concluded that there was quite modest evidence 
to suggest that AWE feedback improved the quality of 
student essay writing and was consequently valued by 
students. They identified methodological concerns with 
some of the AWE research they reviewed. For instance, 
they cited Attali (2004) who omitted 71% (n = 23,567) of 
the 33,171 essays in his sample from subsequent analysis 
as the participants had not redrafted their essays. This is 
a large number of participants to exclude and, as Steven-
son and Phakiti pointed out, quite correctly, that for over 
two-thirds of a cohort not to make use of the re-drafting 
opportunities given by the AWE software provided raises 
a question regarding the extent to which AWE software is 
able to encourage students to re-draft their essays. Indeed, 
48% of Attali’s students who did re-draft did so only 
once. This finding compares with that of Warschauer and 
Grimes (2008) that students might not re-draft an essay 
more than once. Schroeder, Grohe and Pogue (2008) also 
conducted research into AWE software and 43% of their 
students who could have used the software did not. Whilst 
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this is less than the 71% (n = 23,567) of Attali’s students 
who did not redraft their essays, it does demonstrate that 
Attali’s research was not unique in having students not 
make full use of AWE. Taken together these observations 
raise the question of why students do not use, or make full 
use, of AWE tools when they are provided. 

Court (2014) summarised the position regarding AWE 
research when she pointed out that more research on 
how students understand and use feedback is required. 
A useful starting point for exploring how students use 
AWE might be the students themselves (Price et al., 2010). 
Laurillard (2002) made the point that students must be 
able to understand feedback in order to make use of it. 
This is an important consideration as MacLellan’s (2001) 
research found 30% of students stated they did not under-
stand the feedback they received. Might a lack of under-
standing of feedback received from AWE tools result in 
low student usage of AWE? Carless (2006) observed that 
students are often more interested in their assessment 
mark than feedback, thus implying that students might 
not value feedback as much as lecturers believe they 
should. Gibbs and Simpson (2005) suggested a greater 
understanding by students of what is expected of them 
in their assessments might help them to understand the 
feedback they receive. Do some students actively resist 
the use of AWE, perhaps preferring a return to more tutor 
centric tuition?

Small Preliminary Research Project – Aim and 
Methods
The aim of the project was to investigate the extent to 
which the different types of formative feedback provided 
by an AWE tool helped students to draft their assignment 
essays. The AWE tool used for the project was OpenEs-
sayist. Its textual and graphical feedback is intended to 
encourage students to reflect on the content and struc-
ture of their essay. This self-evaluative approach accords 
with what Beaumont, Doherty and Shannon (2011) saw 
as the fundamental aim of feedback. The approach to 
feedback provision provided by OpenEssayist makes it an 
appropriate vehicle for the investigation of automated 
formative feedback. 

To facilitate the research a link to OpenEssayist was 
provided within two documents which were posted 
on the module virtual learning environment (VLE) and 
sent to participants via an email; A Brief Introduction to 
OpenEssayist and OpenEssayist User Guide. The version of 
OpenEssayist used for the project required participants to 
have logon credentials which were different to their usual 
Open University logon credentials, these were also sent to 
participants by email.

The preliminary project research participants were 
drawn from a cohort of 30 (n = 30) Open University 
Masters’ level students of whom 15 students (n = 15) 
could be invited to participate. Of the students subse-
quently interviewed, 66% had made use of OpenEssayist 
and 33% had not. Semi-structured interviews were used 
to gather data and provided an opportunity to probe 
answers by asking ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions to elaborate 
answers. The interviews were digitally recorded and under-
taken after the students had had the opportunity to use 

OpenEssayist for two module assignments. The interviews 
were transcribed then coded using NVivo. The data was 
subjected to Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic 
analysis process. Within the preliminary dissertation the 
six research participants were anonymised and referred to 
by the abbreviations RP1 to RP6.

Results – Interviews with Non-Users of AWE
One of the themes which emerged from a review of the 
data, post the report write up, was that most of the stu-
dents on the module did not make use of OpenEssayist. 
All 30 students on the module were invited to use Ope-
nEssayist, regardless of whether they participated in the 
research, only four students did so. Two of the students 
who had not used OpenEssayist, who were subsequently 
known as RP4 and RP5, agreed to be interviewed about 
their assignment writing. This provided an opportunity to 
ask them why they had not used OpenEssayist. 

RP4’s primary reason for not using Open Essayist was 
technical difficulties accessing the tool. They stated they 
had to go back to the original email to access the link; 
though they did acknowledge that one way around this 
would have been to bookmark the link. Furthermore, 
once the link had been found the logon page kept re-
loading and would not allow RP4 to logon with their cre-
dentials. The logon problem was probably related to the 
beta version of OpenEssayist being used for the research. 
RP4 stated that the logon process was too complicated 
and that if they had not already agreed to take part in 
the research they would have given up trying to access 
OpenEssayist earlier than they did. They said a tool such 
as OpenEssayist should have, “…a single click button from 
the front page of the module website…” and that the logon 
credentials should be the same as those used to log on to 
the institution’s VLE. 

RP5’s primary reason for not using OpenEssayist was 
lack of time to use the software. They were really busy 
with work and family commitments, and were additionally 
studying a Master’s level module. They said, “…I haven’t 
used it, because I didn’t leave myself time”. 

Results – Use of AWE
Analysis of the interviews with the four students who did 
use AWE identified that OpenEssayist helped them with 
the drafting of their essay. For example, all four students 
who used OpenEssayist felt that, to varying degrees, it 
assisted them to structure their essays. RP1, a less expe-
rienced student, commented that they felt OpenEssayist 
had provided a ‘scaffold’ which allowed them to write a 
better assignment answer. While RP2 commented that 
they were not confident with structuring an essay and 
that OpenEssayist had assisted. For instance, they said 
that the summarisation feature of OpenEssayist helped 
them to identify word repetition and re-structure their 
work. Following on from this, students commented that 
OpenEssayist gave them confidence in their writing. 
For example, RP2 said they were “not really confident 
about how to structure an essay, and that’s where this 
[OpenEssayist] has helped”. RP6 commented that OpenEs-
sayist gave confidence that they had covered the topic 
areas required to answer the assignment question.
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One unexpected finding was that whilst use of 
OpenEssayist did not significantly change the way students 
planned and wrote their assignments, it did potentially 
make that process quicker. RP2 commented that they 
actually wrote less drafts of their essay “….because it’s 
[OpenEssayist] given me the feedback to be able to get 
straight to where I need to change, whereas before I didn’t 
have that so I just relied on other people reading it and 
thinking I needed to change so it drastically reduced the 
amount of drafts I did”. Indeed, three of the four students 
who used OpenEssayist felt that its summarisation of their 
assignment helped them to complete the assignment 
more quickly. For instance, both RP2 and RP6 commented 
that they always checked their assignments to ensure they 
had covered the points required and that OpenEssayist’s 
summarisation process made a check of the essay quicker. 
RP6 said, “to me it was really quite helpful, you can really 
check back with the assessment criteria, it takes a bit of 
the work, not going through the whole essay again, and 
basically highlighting for example, those you actually see 
what has become of the essay and have it side by side on 
the screen […]”.

Analysis and Discussion
The reasons that RP4 and RP5 did not use OpenEssayist 
were primarily context specific. As OpenEssayist was not 
formally part of the module it was not fully integrated 
into the module VLE. This meant the process of access-
ing it was more convoluted than it would otherwise have 
been, involving the opening of a ‘user’ document, find-
ing the link within the document, clicking on the link 
and then locating the provided logon credentials, which 
were additional to the users’ normal University logon 
credentials. This situation arose because of the way the 
research was setup and could have been overcome if there 
had been sufficient lead time to integrate OpenEssayist 
into the module prior to the start of the research. In pre-
vious research, by Whitelock et al. (2014), this was done 
and access problems were not encountered. However the 
outcome does suggest that if AWE software is not readily 
accessible it might not be used. 

Furthermore Open University students frequently start 
their degree study later in life. This often means they have 
work and family commitments which limit the time they 
can devote to their studies. This might mean that AWE 
tools, such as OpenEssayist, are less likely to be used if 
students are unable to find the time to get to know how 
to use the software. 

In addition to the two students interviewed who did 
not use OpenEssayist, 80% of the other students on the 
module did not use it. Which means that in total 87% of 
students who had access to OpenEssayist did not use it. 
Other than the two students who were interviewed, it is 
not known why the students did not choose to make use 
of OpenEssayist. It is possible that not all students were 
aware the software was available to them. For, as Sutton 
(2017) observed, students do not open every email they 
are sent. 

The low uptake of use of OpenEssayist, reflects the find-
ings of Attali (2004), regarding students’ not making full 
use of Criterion. In the preliminary project, there were 

two primary reasons why the participants interviewed did 
not use OpenEssayist:

•	 Technical difficulties accessing the software.
•	 Lack of time to learn about the software.

There may be other reasons why students did not use AWE 
software and it would be useful to seek to identify what 
these reasons might be to enable them to be considered 
by module staff when planning the use of AWE within a 
study programme. 

Conversely module staff might wish to consider why 
some students do use AWE. The four participants who did 
use OpenEssayist felt it helped them with the drafting of 
their essays and gave them some confidence that their 
essays covered the criteria set for the assignments. RP1, 
a less experienced student, felt OpenEssayist had helped 
them write a better essay. It was interesting to note that 
some students thought that OpenEssayist might make the 
overall writing process quicker by, for example, helping 
them more quickly review their writing. If quickening the 
process of assignment review is something which could 
be generally attributed to AWE, then students might wish 
to weigh time saved reviewing an assignment against the 
time taken to become familiar with AWE software, which 
might facilitate students to overcome lack of time as a bar-
rier to use. 

Future Work
Prior to the study it was anticipated that student non-use 
of OpenEssayist would be quite high, though 87% was 
an unexpectedly high percentage. A review of the dis-
sertation findings has resulted in the formulation of a 
research question regarding non-use of AWE by students, 
which will be included as a subsidiary research question 
within a future PhD study titled: How do students use 
an automated immediate formative feedback system to 
help them write assignments? That students find barriers 
to using AWE reflects the findings of some of the litera-
ture on AWE, such as Attali (2004). It would be useful for 
educators to identify what some of those barriers might 
be. For instance, Matsumura and Hann (2004) pointed 
out that since computers have become more integrated 
into the educational environment there has been an 
increasing number of students who exhibit anxiety when 
using them, and this may affect the students’ choice of 
feedback method and result in students opting not to use 
AWE software. Similarly, the results of the small prelimi-
nary study indicated that one student did not use AWE 
because of a lack of time to learn about the software. To 
help understand why there can be some resistance to the 
use of technology Davis (1986) developed the technology 
acceptance model which, amongst other things, sought to 
identify users’ motivation for using alternative methods. 
As Davis, Bagozzi and Warshaw (1989) later identified, the 
non-use of computer systems by managers and profession-
als was not uncommon. Thus, might some time-pressed 
students choose not to learn how to use AWE software? 
Might some, particularly more experienced, students be 
confident in their academic writing and decide that AWE 
will not assist them?
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The future PhD study will consider potential barri-
ers to the use of AWE. It will draw participants from 
two Open University Level 3 modules. Students will be 
invited to participate in the research even if they have 
not used OpenEssayist to obtain feedback. Some of the 
research interview questions will focus on the non-use 
of AWE, with the aim of gathering data to establish what 
some of the barriers to engagement might be. Access to 
OpenEssayist for the PhD research will be from a web link 
from the ‘Resources’ section of the participating modules’ 
websites, which is intended to overcome some of the soft-
ware access challenges faced by students during the pre-
liminary research.

Conclusion
This article has outlined an additional finding from a small 
research project exploring the use of AWE by students. The 
finding indicates that some students do not make use of 
the opportunity to use AWE when it is provided to them. 
The article has highlighted that there is evidence from AWE 
literature that some students do not make full use of AWE 
and the finding of Attali (2004) has been specifically cited. 
The literature also highlights some additional reasons why 
students might not use AWE at all. For example, Matsumura 
and Hann (2004) highlighted that students may experience 
some anxiety when using computers and Davis (1986) rec-
ognised some user reluctance to accept technology. 

The article has identified that an area of future research 
will be to find out what students perceive are the barriers 
to their engagement with AWE. Data to help answer this 
question will be gathered from two modules of Open 
University Level 3 students. 
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