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Abstract

Formative feedback is central to assessment for learning because it can help learners understand expectations, identify gaps in
understanding, and improve subsequent learning. However, less is known about how formative feedback is understood and
enacted in resource-constrained primary-school contexts. This study explored how Ethiopian primary-school teachers understand
and enact formative feedback and how teacher, student, and contextual conditions shape feedback practices. Guided by Social
Cognitive Theory (SCT), the study employed a qualitative instrumental case-study design at a government primary school in
Asella, Oromia Regional State, Ethiopia. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with five teachers and the
school principal, classroom observations, and a focus group discussion involving five students and three Parent—Teacher
Association representatives. Data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis, with SCT applied as an interpretive lens. Four
themes emerged: teachers’ understanding and enactment of feedback; feedback, student engagement, and learning experiences;
contextual conditions supporting feedback; and challenges and tensions affecting implementation. Teachers generally understood
feedback as supporting learning, motivation, confidence, and participation. However, observations revealed a gap between
formative intentions and enacted practices, with whole-class oral correction more common than sustained dialogue,
individualized feedback, and opportunities for revision. Large classes, limited instructional time, assessment pressures, resource
constraints, and differences in student engagement shaped implementation. The findings indicate that strengthening formative
feedback requires teacher and student feedback literacy, relevant professional learning, and school conditions that enable
dialogue, reflection, and revision.
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1. Introduction

Feedback is a fundamental component of teaching and learning. Contemporary assessment scholarship increasingly
learning because it enables learners to understand expecta-  views feedback not as information transmitted from teachers
tions, identify gaps in understanding, and regulate subsequent  to students but as an interactive and socially mediated process
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in which learners interpret, engage with, and act on feedback
[6, 26]. Effective feedback therefore depends not only on the
information provided by teachers but also on classroom rela-
tionships, student participation, opportunities for reflection,
and conditions that enable learners to use feedback produc-
tively [14].

Despite extensive research on feedback, much evidence
comes from relatively well-resourced educational systems.
Less is known about how teachers conceptualize and enact
feedback where instructional conditions include large classes,
limited resources, assessment pressures, and restricted profes-
sional-learning opportunities. Feedback practices are shaped
by teacher beliefs, workload, assessment cultures, school lead-
ership, resources, and professional learning rather than being
applied uniformly as technical strategies [8].

This issue is particularly relevant in educational systems
where reforms promote learner-centered pedagogy and form-
ative assessment. In low- and middle-income contexts, such
reforms may be difficult to enact because of overcrowding,
limited instructional materials, examination-oriented tradi-
tions, insufficient teacher preparation, and restricted profes-
sional development [21]. Understanding feedback in such set-
tings therefore requires attention to the relationship between
policy expectations and classroom realities.

In Ethiopia, educational reforms increasingly emphasize
competency development, learner-centered approaches, and
assessment for learning [18]. Nevertheless, teachers continue
to work under conditions that may include large classes, lim-
ited resources, assessment pressures, and uneven professional
support. Limited evidence exists on the relationship between
teachers’ intended formative feedback practices and their ac-
tual enactment under resource-constrained conditions in Ethi-
opian primary schools.

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) provides a useful frame-
work for examining this issue because it conceptualizes hu-
man functioning through reciprocal interactions among per-
sonal factors, behavior, and environmental conditions [2]. Ap-
plied to feedback, SCT directs attention to teachers’ beliefs
and self-efficacy, their observable feedback practices, student
responses, and institutional conditions. This perspective is es-
pecially relevant to resource-constrained settings because en-
vironmental conditions can expand or restrict the instructional
possibilities available to teachers.

This study therefore explored how primary-school teachers
understand and enact formative feedback and how teacher,
student, and contextual conditions shape those practices in a
resource-constrained Ethiopian primary school. It contributes
qualitative evidence from an underrepresented context, ap-
plies SCT to feedback enactment, and identifies implications
for teacher and student feedback literacy and school-level sup-
port.

The study addressed three research questions:

1) How do primary-school teachers understand and enact

formative feedback practices?

2) What contextual factors enable or constrain formative
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feedback practices in the resource-constrained primary-
school context?

3) How do teacher and student responses interact with con-
textual conditions to shape formative feedback practices?

2. Literature Review

2.1. Feedback as a Learning Process

Feedback is a cornerstone of formative assessment because
it helps learners evaluate current understanding, identify gaps,
and improve subsequent performance [11]. Earlier approaches
often emphasized feedback as information transmitted by
teachers to reduce discrepancies between current and desired
performance. Contemporary scholarship argues that this trans-
mission model is incomplete because learners actively inter-
pret and use feedback within particular social and educational
contexts [1].

Feedback is increasingly conceptualized as dialogic and in-
teractive. Teachers provide guidance, learners interpret and
respond to it, and both engage in reflection that can inform
subsequent learning. Its effectiveness therefore depends on
learners’ capacity to understand and act on feedback [12, 16].
This has led to greater attention to feedback literacy. Teacher
feedback literacy involves designing meaningful opportuni-
ties, providing actionable guidance, and supporting dialogue
and revision, while student feedback literacy involves inter-
preting feedback, managing responses to it, and applying it to
future learning [7].

Feedback can operate through cognitive, motivational, and
behavioral pathways. Explanatory feedback may help learners
identify misconceptions and refine strategies; constructive
feedback may strengthen confidence and persistence; and op-
portunities to respond to feedback may support self-regulated
learning [7, 13, 29]. However, large classes, limited time,
workload, and accountability pressures can lead teachers to
use brief corrective or grade-oriented feedback instead of dia-
logic and developmental approaches [22, 24].

2.2. Contextual Influences on Feedback
Practices

Feedback is embedded in educational environments involv-
ing teachers, learners, classroom relationships, school leader-
ship, institutional policies, and wider sociocultural conditions
[19]. Teacher—student relationships influence whether learn-
ers seek clarification, reflect on feedback, and revise their
work. Trust and respect can make feedback more acceptable,
whereas fear of failure may reduce students’ willingness to
engage with it [15].

Students are also active participants in feedback processes.
Their feedback literacy and motivation influence whether they
interpret feedback as a resource for improvement or mainly as
judgment and grading [3]. Institutional conditions also matter.
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Supportive leadership, professional collaboration, and profes-
sional learning can strengthen assessment practices, while
large classes, limited time, inadequate resources, heavy work-
loads, and examination pressures can restrict individualized
feedback and dialogue [9, 10, 27].

In low- and middle-income contexts, these constraints may
be particularly significant. Shortages of instructional materials,
overcrowded classrooms, limited professional development,
and examination pressures can constrain the implementation
of dialogic feedback [5]. From an SCT perspective, such con-
ditions are not merely external barriers; they interact with
teachers’ agency and students’ responses to shape feedback
practices [2].

2.3. Social Cognitive Theory and Conceptual
Framework

Social Cognitive Theory conceptualizes human functioning

through reciprocal interactions among personal factors, be-
havior, and environment [2]. In this study, personal factors in-
clude teachers’ feedback beliefs, assessment knowledge, con-
fidence, and perceptions. Behavioral factors include question-
ing, explanation, correction, encouragement, dialogue, and
opportunities for students to respond and revise. Environmen-
tal factors include class size, instructional resources, school
leadership, professional learning, assessment policies, class-
room climate, and parental involvement.

The framework assumes those teachers’ beliefs influence
feedback behavior, but that student responses and environ-
mental conditions also influence subsequent teacher decisions.
Feedback is therefore treated as a socially situated practice ra-
ther than an isolated instructional technique. SCT guided the
research questions, data collection, and interpretation, but it
was not tested causally. Its role was interpretive, particularly
in explaining reciprocal interactions among teacher agency,
learner engagement, and environmental conditions.

[

SOCIAL COGINTIVE THEORY (SCT)

Reciprocal determinism: Personal factors «» Behavior <> Environment

]
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Note. The framework illustrates the reciprocal relationships among teachers’ personal factors, feedback practices,
student responses, and environmental conditions within the constraints of the school context,
consistent with Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986).

Figure 1. Social Cognitive Theory—informed framework of formative feedback enactment in a resource-constrained primary school.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Research Design and Study Context

The study adopted a qualitative instrumental case-study
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design within a constructivist paradigm. The design was se-
lected to explore participants’ experiences and interactions
in their natural educational setting rather than to test causal
relationships [23]. An instrumental case study was appro-
priate because the school served as a case through which
the broader phenomenon of formative feedback could be
examined [25].
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The study was conducted at Asella Primary School, a
government primary school in Asella Town, Arsi Zone, and
Oromia Regional State, Ethiopia. The school was purpos-
ively selected because it reflected characteristics relevant
to the study, including continuous-assessment implementa-
tion, relatively large classes, diverse learners, and limited
instructional resources. The case was selected for infor-
mation richness rather than statistical representativeness.
The findings are therefore analytically transferable rather
than statistically generalizable [28].

3.2. Participants and Sampling

Purposive sampling was used to identify participants with
direct experience of classroom feedback [20]. Four stake-
holder groups were included: classroom teachers, students,
and the school principal, and Parent-Teacher Association

(PTA) representatives. The final sample comprised 14 partic-
ipants: five teachers, five students, one principal, and three
PTA representatives.

The teachers had at least ten years of teaching experience,
taught Grades 1-8, and were willing to reflect on assessment
and feedback practices. Students were selected from different
grade levels based on their experience of receiving feedback
and their ability to describe their learning experiences. The
principal was included because of the role of instructional
leadership and assessment implementation. PTA representa-
tives were selected because of their involvement in school
governance and support for student learning.

Sample adequacy was considered in relation to information
power, given the focused research questions, specific case,
participants’ direct experience, and use of multiple data
sources [17]. Data collection continued until additional data
generated limited new insights relevant to the research ques-
tions.

Table 1. Participant characteristics.

Participant group n
Teachers 5
Students 5
Principal 1
PTA representatives 3

3.3. Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews,
classroom observations, and a focus group discussion. Inter-
views explored participants’ understanding of formative feed-
back, strategies used, perceived effects, and contextual oppor-
tunities and challenges. Individual interviews were conducted
with five teachers and the principal, lasted approximately 45—
60 minutes, and were audio-recorded with consent. Field notes
were also maintained.

Classroom observations were used to examine enacted
feedback rather than relying solely on self-reported practice.
A non-participant observation approach focused on feedback
timing and specificity, teacher questioning, opportunities for
dialogue and revision, student participation and responses,
and contextual conditions such as class size, resources, class-
room climate, and time management. Detailed field notes
were expanded after observations and compared with inter-
view and focus-group evidence.

A focus group discussion with the five students and three
PTA representatives explored experiences of feedback, stu-
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Selection basis

>10 years’ experience; Grades 1-8
Different grades; experience receiving feedback
Instructional leadership role

School governance/support role

dent engagement, parental support, and contextual influ-
ences. The discussion lasted approximately 90 minutes,
was audio-recorded with consent, and was supplemented
by field notes.

Using multiple methods enabled methodological and
data-source triangulation. Interviews provided accounts of
beliefs and experiences, observations documented enacted
practices, and the focus group provided collective perspec-
tives.

3.4. Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis fol-
lowing Braun and Clarke’s approach [4]. Interviews and the
focus group were transcribed verbatim, observation notes
were expanded, and the researcher repeatedly reviewed the
dataset while maintaining analytical memos.

The analysis followed six recursive phases: familiarization;
coding; development of candidate themes; review of themes;
definition and naming of themes; and production of the ana-
lytic narrative. Coding was primarily inductive but remained
sensitized to SCT concepts such as teacher agency, self-effi-
cacy, learner engagement, and environmental influence.
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Themes were reviewed against the dataset, and divergent
cases were retained.

Evidence was compared across teachers, students, the prin-
cipal, PTA representatives, and classroom observations. SCT
was applied after theme development as an interpretive lens
rather than as a predetermined coding framework. This ap-
proach kept participants’ accounts central while enabling in-
terpretation of reciprocal interactions among personal, behav-
ioral, and environmental factors.

3.5. Trustworthiness and Reflexivity

Trustworthiness was addressed through credibility, trans-
ferability, dependability, and conformability. Credibility was
supported by methodological and data-source triangulation
and member checking with selected teacher participants.
Transferability was supported through description of the con-
text, participants, and procedures. Dependability was
strengthened through an audit trail documenting sampling,
data collection, coding, theme development, and analytical de-
cisions. Conformability was supported through reflexive
memaos, comparison of multiple sources, and attention to di-
vergent perspectives.

The researcher’s experience in teacher education and cur-
riculum studies provided contextual understanding of Ethio-
pian classroom and assessment practices but also required at-
tention to possible preconceptions. Reflexive memos were
maintained throughout data collection and analysis, and non-
participant observation and open-ended questioning were used
to minimize undue influence.

3.6. Ethical Considerations

The study was reviewed by the Departmental Research Eth-
ics Committee of the School of Teacher Education, Hawassa
University, and was assigned reference number HU-STE-1-
01/25. The study was conducted in accordance with the ethical
requirements of Hawassa University and applicable national
research ethics guidelines. Participation was voluntary, and
adult participants provided written informed consent before
data collection. For student participants, parental or guardian
consent and student assent were obtained before participation.
Participants were informed about the purpose and procedures
of the study, their right to decline participation or withdraw
without penalty, and the measures taken to protect confidenti-
ality.

Participant names and other identifying information were
removed from research records and replaced with codes. Au-
dio recordings, transcripts, observation notes, and other re-
search materials were securely stored and were accessible
only to the researcher. Permission to conduct the study was
also obtained from the relevant education authorities and the
participating school.

4. Findings

Four interrelated themes emerged: (1) teachers’ understand-
ing and enactment of feedback practices; (2) feedback, student
engagement, and learning experiences; (3) contextual condi-
tions supporting feedback practices; and (4) challenges and
tensions affecting implementation.

Table 2. Themes and Subthemes.

Main theme

Teachers’ understanding and enactment of feedback practices
Contribution of feedback to student learning and engagement
Contextual conditions supporting feedback practices

Challenges and tensions affecting feedback implementation

4.1. Teachers’ Understanding and Enactment of
Feedback

Participants generally understood feedback as a process for
supporting learning rather than simply evaluating perfor-
mance. A teacher explained, “Feedback is not only telling stu-
dents whether their answer is correct or wrong. It helps them
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Subthemes

Understanding of feedback purposes; forms, quality, and enactment
of feedback

Learning improvement; motivation, confidence, and learner partici-
pation

Leadership support; teacher—student relationships; professional col-
laboration; parent and community support

Workload and class size; limited feedback literacy; resource limita-
tions; assessment pressures

understand their weaknesses and know how they can improve”
(Teacher 5). A student similarly stated, “When teachers ex-
plain our mistakes, we know what we need to practice more
and improve our work” (Student 2).

However, observations showed a gap between teachers’
conceptual understanding and enacted practice. Teachers re-
ported using questioning, oral explanations, written comments,
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and assignment corrections, but whole-class oral feedback
was common. Teachers frequently addressed incorrect an-
swers by explaining the correct response to the class. This ef-
ficiently addressed common errors but provided fewer oppor-
tunities for individual dialogue, explanation of reasoning, and
revision.

Feedback quality also varied. In some lessons, teachers
asked why an answer was incorrect and guided students to-
ward improvement. In others, feedback consisted mainly of
brief comments such as “good,” “correct,” or “try again.”
One student observed, “Sometimes the teacher says our work
is good, but we do not always know what made it good or what
we should improve” (Student 4). Thus, students valued spe-
cific guidance more than general evaluation.

Participants also differed in how they understood feedback.
Some teachers emphasized improvement, whereas others as-
sociated it more strongly with identifying errors and confirm-
ing answers. A teacher noted, “Most students want to know
their marks first. They are less interested in explanations un-
less they have made mistakes” (Teacher 2). Overall, feedback
practices reflected a tension between formative principles and
classroom realities such as limited time, class size, and stu-
dents’ orientations toward grades.

4.2. Feedback, Student Engagement, and
Learning Experiences

Participants associated feedback with understanding, moti-
vation, confidence, and participation. The evidence does not
establish causal effects on academic achievement; rather, it in-
dicates that feedback was experienced as more useful when it
included explanation, guidance, opportunities for response,
and revision.

Teachers also used students’ responses as evidence about
their own teaching. One teacher stated, “When I give feedback,
I can understand which parts students have not understood,
and then I can support them better” (Teacher 3). This illus-
trates feedback as reciprocal: teachers respond to students’
learning evidence and adjust instruction.

Students reported that explanatory feedback helped them
understand mistakes. One student explained, “Before, I only
knew my answer was wrong. After the teacher explained, | un-
derstood the reason and could correct it” (Student 1). Obser-
vations supported this account. Where teachers explained er-
rors, asked follow-up questions, and encouraged reconsidera-
tion, students appeared more engaged: they asked questions,
attempted corrections, and discussed answers. Where teachers
moved quickly to the next activity, opportunities for reflection
and revision were more limited.

The emotional tone of feedback also mattered. Teachers re-
ported that supportive feedback encouraged hesitant students.
A teacher said, “Some students do not answer because they
are afraid of being wrong. When we encourage them and show
them how to improve, they become more willing to participate”
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(Teacher 1). A student similarly stated, “When teachers cor-
rect us kindly, we feel comfortable asking questions and trying
again” (Student 3).

Student engagement was not uniform. Some learners used
feedback to improve, while others focused primarily on scores
and correct answers. This variation suggests that feedback ef-
fectiveness depends partly on students’ feedback literacy and
opportunities to act on feedback.

4.3. Contextual Conditions Supporting
Feedback

Participants identified supportive leadership, professional
collaboration, positive teacher—student relationships, parental
involvement, and teacher commitment as conditions support-
ing feedback.

Teachers viewed school leadership as important for encour-
aging reflection and monitoring student progress. One teacher
explained, “When the school leaders encourage us to follow
students’ progress and discuss teaching challenges, we be-
COome more interested in improving our assessment practices”
(Teacher 2). The principal emphasized that teachers needed
guidance and discussion about how assessment can support
learning. However, participants indicated that structured pro-
fessional learning specifically focused on formative feedback
remained limited.

Informal teacher collaboration also supported learning. A
teacher noted, “When we discuss with other teachers, we learn
different ways of helping students and giving better feedback”
(Teacher 5). Participants nevertheless reported that profes-
sional activities often emphasized curriculum coverage and
examination preparation rather than feedback literacy.

Teacher—student relationships influenced students” willing-
ness to engage. Encouraging language and patient responses
appeared to support participation, while teacher-dominated in-
teractions provided fewer opportunities for clarification. Pa-
rental involvement could reinforce feedback beyond the class-
room, although PTA representatives reported variation in fam-
ilies’ capacity to support learning. A PTA representative
stated, “When parents ask children about their schoolwork
and support improvement, students take teachers’ comments
more seriously” (PTA Representative 1).

Teachers also exercised professional agency by adapting
feedback to conditions. When individualized written feedback
was difficult, they used oral explanations, questioning, and en-
couragement. Their agency was therefore real but bounded by
class size, time, workload, and available resources.

4.4. Challenges and Tensions

The major challenges were large classes and limited in-
structional time, examination-oriented assessment expecta-
tions, limited feedback-specific professional learning, re-
source constraints, and unequal student engagement.
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Teachers reported that individualized feedback was diffi-
cult in large classes. One teacher explained, “We know that
individual feedback helps students, but when there are many
students in one classroom, it is difficult to give enough atten-
tion to everyone” (Teacher 3). Observations showed teachers
using whole-class explanations and brief oral corrections to
reach many learners. These strategies represented contextual
adaptations but reduced opportunities for extended dialogue.

Assessment culture also shaped feedback. Teachers re-
ported that students and parents often prioritized marks. One
teacher stated, “Students usually ask about their scores first.
They want to know whether they passed rather than how they
can improve” (Teacher 2). Nevertheless, some students ac-
tively sought explanations and revised their work, showing
that the influence of grades was not uniform.

Participants also reported limited opportunities for profes-
sional learning specifically focused on feedback. Teachers de-
veloped practices through experience and informal collabora-

tion, but several believed more structured learning was needed.

Resource constraints and workload further encouraged reli-
ance on oral rather than written feedback.

Finally, students differed in their willingness and ability to
engage with feedback. Some asked questions and corrected
responses, while others waited for the correct answer. This in-
dicates that feedback does not automatically become learning:
students need opportunities and capabilities to interpret, dis-
cuss, and apply it.

Across these findings, a central tension emerged between
teacher agency and contextual constraints. Teachers actively
negotiated limitations rather than simply accepting them, but
teacher commitment alone could not overcome large classes,
limited time, insufficient resources, and weak feedback liter-
acy. Sustainable improvement therefore requires both peda-
gogical and organizational support.

5. Discussion

The findings indicate that formative feedback in this case
was a socially situated practice rather than one-way infor-
mation transmission. Teachers valued feedback for learning,
yet its enacted form was shaped by class size, time, assessment
expectations, resources, and student responses. Thus, the qual-
ity of feedback cannot be understood solely from teachers’
stated beliefs.

5.1. Feedback as an Interactive Process

The findings are consistent with contemporary feedback
scholarship emphasizing that feedback becomes meaning-
ful when learners can interpret and act on it [3, 6]. Students
in this study valued explanations and opportunities to cor-
rect their work. However, the case adds an important con-
textual qualification: even when teachers understand dia-
logic feedback, structural conditions can push practice to-
ward brief whole-class correction. The issue is therefore
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not simply teacher knowledge but the feasibility of enact-
ing desired practices.

5.2. Feedback through Social Cognitive Theory

SCT helps explain the reciprocal pattern observed in the
case. Teachers’ beliefs and commitment influenced the strate-
gies they attempted, while students’ responses and environ-
mental conditions influenced subsequent decisions [2]. Teach-
ers adapted by using whole-class explanations when individ-
ualized feedback was difficult and oral guidance when written
comments were impractical. The study therefore illustrates re-
ciprocal determinism as an interpretive lens for feedback en-
actment in a resource-constrained setting. It does not establish
causal relationships among SCT constructs.

5.3. Institutional Support and Teacher
Learning

The findings challenge explanations that locate weak feed-
back primarily in teacher competence. Teachers demonstrated
awareness of formative feedback, but large classes, limited
time, resource constraints, and limited feedback-specific pro-
fessional learning constrained implementation. Professional
development should therefore be accompanied by organiza-
tional conditions that make intended practices feasible.
Teacher learning and institutional support should be treated as
complementary.

5.4. Student Feedback Literacy

The study also highlights student feedback literacy. Some
students interpreted explanations and revised their work,
while others focused mainly on marks or correct answers. This
supports the view that feedback uptake depends on learners’
capacity to interpret and use feedback [3, 7]. Strengthening
formative feedback should therefore address both sides of the
process: teachers need to create usable feedback opportunities,
while students need support to interpret, discuss, and act on
feedback.

6. Conclusion

This study found that formative feedback in an Ethiopian
primary school was shaped by interactions among teachers,
students, and contextual conditions. Although teachers val-
ued feedback for supporting learning, observations re-
vealed a gap between formative intentions and enacted
practices. Large classes, limited time, assessment pressures,
resource constraints, and differences in student engage-
ment constrained the depth of feedback, despite teachers’
efforts to adapt.

From an SCT perspective, the findings highlight how
teacher agency, feedback practices, student responses, and
environmental conditions interact. Strengthening formative
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feedback therefore requires teacher and student feedback
literacy, relevant professional learning, and school condi-
tions that support dialogue, reflection, and revision. Alt-
hough based on one school, the findings offer analytically
transferable insights for similar resource-constrained con-
texts.

7. Limitations

The study was conducted in one primary school with 14
purposively selected participants, limiting statistical generali-
zation. Its value lies instead in the depth of contextual under-
standing and analytical transferability. The observations were
conducted over a relatively short period and may not represent
differences across all subjects, grades, assessment periods, or
the school year. Participants may also have presented socially
desirable accounts of their practices. Triangulation across in-
terviews, observations, and focus-group data helped address
this concern, but some accounts may still reflect perceptions
rather than practice in every situation. Future multi-school and
longer-term research could provide a broader account of how
feedback practices vary and develop.

8. Recommendations for Future
Research

Future studies should examine feedback practices across
multiple Ethiopian schools and regions to explore how re-
sources, leadership, culture, and policy implementation influ-
ence formative assessment. Longitudinal research could in-
vestigate changes following professional development de-
signed to strengthen teacher and student feedback literacy.
Further research should examine students’ interpretations and
use of feedback and compare resource-constrained and better-
resourced schools. Mixed-method studies could also examine
how teacher self-efficacy, feedback literacy, institutional sup-
port, classroom interaction, and student engagement interact
over time.

Abbreviations

PTA Parent-Teacher Association
SCT  Social Cognitive Theory
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