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The Impact of Timely Formative Feedback on University 
Student Motivation

Darren Paul Fishera , Gaelle Brottoa , Iris Limb  and Colette Southamc 
aFaculty of Society & Design, Bond University, Gold Coast, Australia; bFaculty of Health Sciences & Medicine, 
Bond University, Gold Coast, Australia; cBond Business School, Bond University, Gold Coast, Australia

ABSTRACT
While key attributes of effective feedback have frequently been included 
in studies on student learning, little research has focused on the impact 
of the timeliness of feedback on student motivation. By providing stu-
dents with written feedback at 1, 3, 7, 10, or 14 days after submission, 
this mixed design study enriches our understanding of the feedback 
timeliness and its importance on student motivation. Based on survey 
data of undergraduate and postgraduate students from a wide range of 
disciplines including health and social sciences, screenwriting, business 
administration, and finance over a three-year period, our findings indicate 
that students express significantly lower levels of motivation if the feed-
back took greater than 10 days but they did not distinguish between 
‘timely’ and ‘extremely timely’ feedback. Our quantitative analysis reveals 
that feedback comments and turnaround are significant determinants of 
student motivation, providing areas of focus for both educators and 
administrators. However, content of feedback showed the highest impact 
and our qualitative analysis supported this, with 57% of students men-
tioning content of the feedback. Students especially appreciate thorough, 
personalised, and specific assessment of strengths and weaknesses. Not 
surprisingly, 48% mentioned the importance of a high-quality educator, 
so great teaching is also important in motivating our students.

Introduction

It is well established that the provision of educator feedback on students’ assessment tasks is 
regarded as important and beneficial (Winstone et  al. 2017; Dawson et  al. 2019). Educational 
theorists agree that providing students with constructive feedback facilitates student develop-
ment (Crisp 2007), helps students assess their progress (Cree 2002), and aids in their becoming 
better learners (Evans 2013). Hatziapostolou and Paraskakis (2010, 111) sum up that effective 
formative feedback should be ‘timely, constructive, motivational, personal, manageable, and 
directly related to assessment criteria and learning outcomes’. Feedback studies have done much 
to shape our understanding of how to increase its effectiveness to improve student learning, 
engagement, and satisfaction in a university setting (Poulos and Mahony 2008; Hendry, 
Bromberger, and Armstrong 2011; Li and De Luca 2014; Winstone et  al. 2017; Olsen and Hunnes 
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2024). However, with the exception of Bayerlein (2014), very few studies provide insight into the 
timeliness of feedback and, to the best of our knowledge, none delve into its impact on student 
motivation to learn and achieve. The recent study of the feedback literature by Winstone et  al. 
(2017) revealed that written feedback was the most prevalent form of feedback. The current 
study aims to measure the impact of timely, written feedback on student motivation with the 
goal of informing best practice.

Timeliness of feedback

Students need feedback in a timely manner (Higgins, Hartley, and Skelton 2001; Poulos and 
Mahony 2008; Li and De Luca 2014). They need to assimilate feedback before moving on (Orsmond, 
Merry, and Reiling 2005) and need to receive it before the next assessment is due (Orsmond, 
Merry, and Reiling 2005; Crisp 2007). Poulos and Mahony (2008, 149) used focus groups of med-
ical students to understand student perceptions of timeliness. Those students described the need 
for feedback ‘as soon as possible’, which was reiterated by Race (2019) in the Lecturer’s Toolkit. The 
medical student participants described ‘late’ feedback as ‘almost irrelevant’ since when so much 
time has passed, the students have forgotten the assessment. The focus group also cited the 
many benefits of receiving ‘early’ feedback that provides enough time and guidance to improve.

Motivated by the dearth of studies on feedback timeliness, Bayerlein (2014) assessed whether 
or not students in an accounting class (one blended undergraduate and one online postgradu-
ate) at a large Australian university differentiated between ‘timely feedback’ and ‘extremely timely 
feedback’, which they defined as less than five days. The instructor provided the feedback as 
quickly as possible and the number of days after submission feedback was received ranged from 
2.5 to 11.5 days. Students were asked if ‘The feedback I received was provided in time to help 
me improve?’ The author found no significant correlation between feedback timeliness and stu-
dents’ perception of feedback timeliness. The author concludes that students do not differentiate 
between ‘timely’ feedback and ‘extremely timely’ feedback and advises instructors should only 
aim to provide ‘extremely timely’ feedback if pedagogical reasons warrant it.

A significant body of literature has emerged focused on the concept of feedforward (Sadler, 
Reimann, and Sambell 2023). Higgins, Hartley, and Skelton (2001) first suggested that educators 
need to emphasise ‘feeding forward’ into future work, rather than simply ‘feeding back’. In their 
seminal article on the impact of feedback on learning and achievement, Hattie and Timperley 
(2007, 87) write that:

Effective feedback must answer three major questions… Where am I going? … How am I going? … Where 
to Next? These questions correspond to notions of feed up, feedback, and feed forward.

Race (2019) stresses the fact feedback needs to provide students with information about what 
they need to do next to build on their strengths and overcome their weaknesses. The author 
reminds us students often view the assessed work as being in the past while feedforward 
focusses on helping the students improve in the future. The study by Hounsell et  al. (2008, 65) 
revealed that students place a ‘high value on the potential of feedback to feed-forward but could 
not do so effectively when there was a protracted wait for feedback’.

Feedback and student motivation

We will consider student motivation, a forward-looking metric described by Harlen (2012, 2) as 
being ‘central to learning’ and needed as both an input into education, and also ‘an essential 
outcome of education if students are to be able to adapt to changing conditions and problems 
in their lives beyond formal schooling’. Although timely feedback also impacts student satisfac-
tion (Race 2019), which is especially important to university administration in today’s competitive 



Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education 3

higher educational environment, it considers students as consumers of education (Shahdad 
2013), equating learning to a good or service. Student satisfaction is based on the student’s 
assessment of how individuals compare their prior expectations with their ‘perceived product/
service performance’ (Elliott and Shin 2002, 199). Given the rapidly-changing environment stu-
dents are facing, Harlen (2012, 2) stresses the need for educators to be aware of which ‘aspects 
of teaching and learning practice act to promote or inhibit motivation to learn’. (Stiggins 2001, 
48) describes motivation as the ‘engine’ that drives teaching and learning and believes it to be 
the educational tool that can most quickly and permanently ‘enhance or destroy students’ desires 
to learn’. We use the definition of motivation provided by Martin (2003, 88): ‘Students’ energy and 
drive to learn, work effectively, and achieve to their potential at school and the behaviors that 
follow from this energy and drive’.

Motivation is a complex concept, and several models have been proposed to help us under-
stand the underlying components. The expectancy-value theory (EVT) model proposed by 
Jacquelynne Eccles (Eccles 1983; Wigfield and Eccles 2000, 69) assesses motivation in terms of 
students’ subjective appraisals of their beliefs about how well they will perform on future achieve-
ment tasks. This is impacted by the student’s perception of the tasks:

1.	 Intrinsic value (enjoyment of the task or consequences of completing it)
2.	 Attainment value (its personal meaning or importance)
3.	 Utility value (usefulness for current and future goals)
4.	 Cost value (based on the opportunity cost of foregoing another task).

The theory proposes that motivation is the product of the value of accomplishing the task 
multiplied by the probability of accomplishing it (Wigfield and Eccles 2000). Expectancy theory 
has been frequently used in the education literature and Hannaford (2017) was the first to use 
it in assessment research in higher education.

Jones (2009) created the MUSIC Model of Motivation to help educators to better motivate 
their students by focusing on the following five strategy categories (Jones 2019, 3):

1.	 eMpowerment (degree of autonomy students perceive they have)
2.	 Usefulness (equivalent to EVT item 3)
3.	 Success (equivalent to EVT multiplied by probability of success)
4.	 Interest (includes both EVT items 1 and 2)
5.	 Caring (the need to be in quality interpersonal relationships)

The models have much in common, and both are intrinsically linked to feedback. The value, 
success, and usefulness of a task is increased if feedback is positive. However, the EVT model 
includes the opportunity cost of students spending time on the assessment rather than another 
task while the MUSIC model includes the caring interpersonal relationships. We have chosen to 
rely on the MUSIC model because we are at a small university where strong interpersonal rela-
tionships among students and staff are a hallmark of our teaching and learning programs. 
Keeping this in mind, the current study investigates the impact of the timeliness of feedback on 
students’ motivation to learn and achieve after receiving written feedback at 1, 3, 7, 10, or 14 days 
after submission. The following research questions were addressed:

1.	 Is there a ‘zone of proximal reception’: a period of time to receive written feedback that 
maximises student motivation to learn and achieve?

2.	 Is it the case that the faster the feedback is returned, the stronger the positive impact on 
motivation?

3.	 What other feedback factors contribute to student motivation? Including but not limited 
to: the overall grade; feedback comments; relevance of task to the subject learning 
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outcomes or the wider life of the student; belief by the student that the tutor genuinely 
cares for them; and overall interest in the subject.

Methods

To answer whether the timeliness of feedback has an impact on student motivation, an online 
survey was created using the Qualtrics platform. Before any data collection started, ethical 
approval was obtained from the university Research Ethics Committee, ensuring compliance with 
established guidelines (Ref: DF00210). Students across different faculties enrolled in a range of 
subjects were recruited to improve generalisability. The selected courses were taught by the 
researchers and encompassed undergraduate (UG) and postgraduate (PG) subjects. The subjects 
were: Research Methods and Data Visualisation (PG & UG); Human Control Systems (UG); Short 
Screen Project and Industry Protocol (UG); Advanced Directing & Showrunning (UG); International 
Finance (UG); International Financial Management (PG) and Financial Decision Making (PG). For 
each subject, an assignment was selected by each educator and the time to provide feedback to 
all students was manipulated: 24 h, 3, 5, 7, 10, and 14 days (the maximum time under the univer-
sity policy). These assessments were chosen as they were low impact and not the final assess-
ment piece of the subject, enabling students to be able to incorporate the feedback in a following 
subject assessment. One week after feedback was received, one of the other researchers (not 
involved in teaching the course) would contact the class and ask participants to fill out the 
online survey. Completion was voluntary and on average, it took less than five minutes to com-
plete the survey.

Participants

The sample comprised 242 students enrolled in the specified subjects between 2021 and 2023. 
The gender distribution between males and females was comparable, with 51.2% (n = 124) iden-
tifying as female and 47.9% (n = 116) identifying as male. Two respondents did not disclose their 
gender. Regarding the level of study, 66.5% (n = 161) were undergraduate students while 33.5% 
(n = 81) were postgraduate students. In regards to the subject that the students were enrolled in, 
35.1% (n = 85) were enrolled in International finance, 24% (n = 58) in Research methods and data 
visualisation, 11.2% (n = 27) in Human control systems, 10.3% (n = 25) in Advanced screen direct-
ing and showrunning, 7% (n = 17) in Short screen project and industry protocol or International 
financial management, and 5.4% (n = 13) were enrolled in Financial decision making. These sub-
jects were chosen as, from the tutors who volunteered to conduct the study, they represented a 
strong cross section of faculties across the institution. The tutors each had a pre-existing similar 
feedback style and this was further co-ordinated throughout the study. Regarding grade distribu-
tion, 3.3% (n = 8) reported a Fail grade, 14.5% (n = 35) reported a Pass grade, 29.3% (n = 71) 
reported a credit grade, 30.6% (n = 74) reported a Distinction grade and 22.3% (n = 54) reported 
a High Distinction grade.

Measurements

The survey constituted seven items in total. The first section gathered demographic questions 
such as the respondents’ gender, subjects they enrolled in, and level of study (UG vs PG). It then 
collected information about the primary mode of attendance (face-to-face versus online) fol-
lowed by the letter grade received on the assessment (F, P, C, D, HD).

The researchers created two items to measure student motivation based on the intention of 
the interventions and previous research findings. The items asked the participants to indicate to 
what extent the written feedback on this piece of assessment impacted their motivation to learn 
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in the subjects and ‘…motivation to achieve in the subject?’ The distinction was made to maxi-
mise the nuance of all captured data. The two items were answered using a 5-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (significantly decreased my motivation) to 5 (significantly increased my motivation). 
The scores ranged from 2 to 5, with a higher score indicating that feedback positively impacted 
motivation. There were then a further two sections: the first asked which factors impacted this 
score; the second how the feedback impacted the learning experience overall. A final question 
was used at the end of the survey to invite additional comments relating to feedback students 
received and their motivation to learn and achieve in the subject.

Analysis

This study employed a mixed design methodology. The first part used quantitative analysis 
through Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) to investigate whether the timeliness of feedback impacted 
student motivation in the total sample but also independently of gender and level of education. 
The second part of the analysis used qualitative methodology through thematic analysis to cap-
ture factors (beyond timeliness) that affect student motivation.

Results

Quantitative ANOVAs

With Levene’s test, testing for model assumption violations revealed the data to be slightly 
skewed. Therefore, the Brown-Forsythe was used to interpret the results (Glantz, Slinker, and 
Neilands 2016). The ANOVA was statistically significant, indicating that student motivation was 
impacted by the time between submission and feedback, F(5, 159,76) = 2.64, p = .025. There was 
a statistically significant difference in student motivation with higher scores when feedback was 
provided after three days (M = 8.86; SD = 1.11) in comparison with the two-week period (M = 7.38; 
SD = 2.46). However, there was no statistically significant difference in levels of motivation between 
any other time of feedback (see Figure 1).

After controlling for gender, we found the ANOVA to be statistically non-significant for both 
males and females, indicating that regardless of the time between submission and feedback, 
there were no significant differences in each group of student motivation, F(5, 115) = 1.32, 
p = 0.260 and F(5, 123) = 1.50, p = 0.195, respectively. After controlling for undergraduate students 
versus postgraduate students, the ANOVA were statistically non-significant, indicating that regard-
less of the time between submission and feedback, there were no significant differences between 

Figure 1. L evels of motivation based on time between submission and feedback.
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each group for student motivation, F(5, 160) = 1.91, p = 0.095 and F(5, 80) = 2.09, p = 0.076, 
respectively.

Multiple regression analysis (MRA)

A Multiple Regression Analysis (MRA) was conducted to assess whether the grade received, the 
feedback comments, and the period between submitting the assessment and receiving the feed-
back predicted students’ motivation. No model assumptions were violated. Altogether, the three 
predictors accounted for a significant 33% of variance in student motivation, F (3, 241) = 38.36, 
p < .001. Each of the three predictors individually was a significant predictor of student motiva-
tion. According to standardised coefficients beta, the feedback comments had the greatest 
impacts on student motivation, followed by the grade and time (see Table 1).

Qualitative analysis

A total of 42 quotes were retrieved from the additional comments and a thematic analysis was 
performed on their content. Participants indicated the following three components that positively 
impacted their motivation to learn and achieve in their subject: the content of the feedback, the 
importance of a great educator, and quick turnaround. The prevalence of the themes and sub-
themes are presented in Table 2.

Importance of the content of feedback

The most crucial factor that positively impact student’s motivation to learn and achieve was 
related to the feedback content. One student highlighted that the feedback they received ‘was 
thorough, personal, and of tremendous value to my learning. It felt like a very personalised and 
focused assessment of the strengths and weaknesses in my understanding of the subject’. This sug-
gests that students value comprehensive and individualised feedback which helps them identify 
specific areas for improvement and reinforces their understanding of the subject matter. Another 
student expressed that receiving ‘good and specific feedback’ facilitated their need for continuous 
improvement, suggesting that if done properly, feedback can help students identify their learning 
gaps, thereby fostering a deeper understanding motivation to learn more.

Table 1. R egression model for grade received, feedback comments, and timeliness as predictors of student motivation.

Variables  R2  Δ R2  β  B  SE B  95% CI for B 
            [LL, UL] 

.33  .32*** 
Constant  3.74  0.43  [2.89; 4.59]
Grade  .27***  .47  0.11  [0.26; 0.68]
Feedback comments  .28***  .43  0.10  [0.24; 0.63]
Timeliness      .18**  .26  0.08  [0.09; 0.42]

Table 2. C omments to assess the main factors that 
contribute to students’ motivations according to stu-
dents after thematic coding.

Description
Number of times 
mentioned n (%)

Content of Feedback 24 (57%)
Great Educators 20 (48%)
Quick Turnaround 9 (21%)
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Importance of a great educator

The second most important factor as identified by students as influencing their motivation to 
learn is the quality of their teachers. Enthusiasm and a caring attitude are often seen as crucial 
in enabling students to achieve their full potential. As one student remarked, ‘The teacher’s caring 
personality and enthusiasm help us to reach our potential in this subject’. This observation highlights 
the significant emotional and motivational support students derive from passionate and support-
ive educators. Such teachers not only convey knowledge and develop authentic assessments, 
they also inspire and engage students, thereby enhancing the overall learning experience. Their 
ability to foster a positive and stimulating classroom environment contributes substantially to the 
students’ academic success and personal growth, highlighting the influence of an educator’s per-
sonality and teaching approach in motivating students.

Importance of a quick turnaround

The timeliness of feedback is another crucial factor impacting student motivation. Prompt feed-
back ensures that students receive immediate reinforcement and recognition of their efforts, 
which is essential for maintaining engagement and motivation. One student emphasised this 
point, stating: ‘I am generally motivated; however, receiving timely feedback is very valuable to me as 
it helps to determine where I stand, assure me that I do not develop false expectations regarding the 
final grade, and serves as an early reward for the work I put in’. This highlights that quick feedback 
enables students to adjust their learning strategies in real time and fosters a sense of accom-
plishment and clarity about their academic progress. Timely feedback not only supports contin-
uous improvement but also reinforces students’ confidence and motivation by providing 
immediate and actionable insights into their performance.

Discussion

The primary aim of this study was to investigate the impact of the timeliness of written feedback 
on students’ motivation. ANOVA analysis revealed that students expressed significantly lower lev-
els of motivation if the feedback took greater than 10 days, but that students did not distinguish 
between ‘timely’ and ‘extremely timely’ feedback. These findings align with Bayerlein’s (2014) 
work, which suggested that timely feedback was important, but instructors need not attempt to 
provide feedback in less than five days unless sound pedagogical reasons justified such require-
ments. However, students found a two-week delay to be significant which highlights the detri-
mental impact on student motivation when feedback is delayed. Our findings further demonstrate 
that the negative effect of delayed feedback on motivation is consistent across different student 
demographics (gender and study level). For educators and administrators, this indicates a critical 
need to re-evaluate and improve current policies about feedback timelines and content. 
Educational institutions should consider implementing policies that discourage extensive delays 
in feedback delivery. Establishing a maximum acceptable timeline that is shorter than two weeks 
(e.g. 10 days) could be a practical starting point.

Another important finding of this study is that while timeliness is an important factor, it is not 
as crucial as the content of the feedback itself or the quality of the educator teaching the subject. 
Our regression analysis further supports this by revealing that feedback comments are the stron-
gest predictor of student motivation, even more so than the grade received and the speed of 
feedback delivery. Indeed, it has been previously reported that detailed, constructive, and com-
prehensive feedback positively impacted students’ motivation, a point also highlighted by 
Hatziapostolou and Paraskakis (2010). This underscores the necessity for educators to deliver feed-
back that is not only prompt but also rich in quality and specificity. Such feedback should ideally 
be actionable, tailored to individual student needs, and directly linked to learning objectives and 
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assessment criteria (Xiao and Yang 2019). Students highly value feedback that is not only informa-
tive but also actionable – feedback that helps them understand their strengths and weaknesses 
and provides clear guidance on how to improve. Educator training workshops within institutions 
could focus on assisting markers in crafting personalised feedback that not only identifies areas 
for improvement but also highlights strengths and provides clear guidance on how to advance.

The finding that timeliness of feedback, while significant, is less influential than the content 
of the feedback, suggests a need for balance. The debate between timeliness and quality in 
feedback is a well-recognised challenge in education. Timely feedback is critical because it allows 
students to immediately act on the information, reinforcing learning and preventing misconcep-
tions from becoming entrenched. However, if feedback is provided quickly but lacks depth, it 
may fail to guide students effectively, resulting in lost opportunities for learning. On the other 
hand, high-quality feedback can significantly enhance student learning and motivation even if it 
is delivered later (but still less than two weeks). The challenge for educators and institutions is 
to find a balance where feedback is delivered promptly enough to be relevant yet is also detailed 
and personalised enough to be truly beneficial. In practice, achieving this balance might involve 
adopting a tiered approach to feedback where initial, quick responses provide immediate guid-
ance, and more detailed feedback follows once educators have had the time to thoroughly assess 
the students’ work. This also comes back to assessment design, where carefully designed and 
structured assessments can facilitate the provision of both timely and high-quality feedback, 
ensuring that the demands on educators are manageable while still meeting the learning needs 
of students.

Additionally, the role of the educator extends beyond the mere provision of feedback. Other 
factors contributing to maintaining their motivation that students also mentioned included the 
importance of an engaging, helpful, and supportive educator who ensures that assessments are 
applied effectively. Research has consistently shown that the educator’s approach to teaching 
and interaction with students can profoundly influence their learning experience and motiva-
tional levels. The way an educator structures and delivers feedback, provides support, and inter-
acts with students can significantly affect their perception of the learning environment and their 
motivation to engage with the content. Those who adopt an empathetic and student-centred 
approach not only foster a positive learning atmosphere but also enhance the efficacy of the 
feedback they provide. This approach encourages a more active and engaged learning process 
where students feel valued and understood. To capitalise on this dynamic, initiatives on develop-
ing interpersonal skills and fostering a supportive classroom environment could be integrated 
into professional development programs, encouraging educators to build stronger connections 
with students and create more engaging and motivating learning experiences. Additionally, insti-
tutions could consider measures such as regular peer reviews and student feedback on teaching 
practices to continuously improve the quality of education and support provided by educators.

The results of this study also suggest several avenues for future research. Further investiga-
tions could explore how different types of feedback, e.g. peer feedback (Tam 2024), written feed-
back, and verbal feedback, impact motivation and how these effects vary across different 
educational contexts or among diverse student populations. Another critical area for future 
research is the interaction between feedback timing and content. While this study has high-
lighted the importance of both factors, further research could explore how varying combinations 
of timeliness and feedback quality influence student outcomes. For example, is there an optimal 
feedback timeline that balances speed with depth across different types of assessments or 
subjects?

Conclusion

This study highlights the complex interplay between the timeliness and quality of feedback and 
their collective impact on student motivation. While timely feedback is crucial, especially in 
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avoiding the motivational decline associated with delays of two weeks or more, our findings 
emphasise that the substance and delivery of feedback are even more critical. High-quality, per-
sonalised feedback, coupled with supportive and engaging teaching practices, significantly 
enhances student motivation and learning outcomes. As educational institutions strive to 
improve student engagement and success, they must prioritise both the promptness and the 
pedagogical effectiveness of feedback. By fostering an environment where feedback is timely 
and actionable, institutions can better support their students’ academic and personal 
development.
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