
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=caie20

Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice

ISSN: 0969-594X (Print) 1465-329X (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/caie20

Marking classwork in primary science: written
feedback practices in state schools in Buenos
Aires, Argentina

Inés Taylor, Manuel Sánchez, Mariana Luzuriaga, María Eugenia Podestá &
Melina Furman

To cite this article: Inés Taylor, Manuel Sánchez, Mariana Luzuriaga, María Eugenia Podestá &
Melina Furman (2020): Marking classwork in primary science: written feedback practices in state
schools in Buenos Aires, Argentina, Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice, DOI:
10.1080/0969594X.2020.1729697

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/0969594X.2020.1729697

Published online: 20 Feb 2020.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 25

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=caie20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/caie20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/0969594X.2020.1729697
https://doi.org/10.1080/0969594X.2020.1729697
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=caie20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=caie20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/0969594X.2020.1729697
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/0969594X.2020.1729697
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/0969594X.2020.1729697&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-02-20
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/0969594X.2020.1729697&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-02-20


Marking classwork in primary science: written feedback
practices in state schools in Buenos Aires, Argentina
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and Melina Furman a,b

aSchool of Education, Universidad de San Andrés, Victoria, Argentina; bNational Scientific and Technical
Research Council (CONICET), Buenos Aires, Argentina

ABSTRACT
Individual written feedback in the form of teacher marking of
student classwork is widely understood to benefit students, but
remains under-researched. We analysed how 1736 student science
activities within 82 seventh-grade classrooms from a representative
sample of 57 primary schools in Buenos Aires, Argentina, were
marked. Results indicated that while the percentage of activities
that teachers marked was heterogeneous (average = 45%, SD. = 29),
within marked activities a vast majority (85%) was identified as
being low teacher guidance (i.e. as giving students a little indication
of how to make progress in science learning). Marking was mainly
focussed on spelling, punctuation and grammar, giving one-word
or short expressive comments such as ‘Great’ or just ‘seen’ by the
teacher (Tick and Flick). There were no recorded instances of stu-
dents responding to teacher comments. Given its importance for
learning, these results show the need to support teachers in provid-
ing high-guidance written feedback to their students.
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Introduction

Receiving feedback from teachers in written or verbal forms is an important part of
learning, as it allows students to confirm, increase, adjust or restructure their knowledge
(Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Irons, 2007). At the school level, written feedback on class-
work in the form of teacher marking within student notebooks is widely documented to
be beneficial (Ruiz-Primo, Li, & Shavelson, 2002), given its potential as a means for
students to receive individual guidance of their learning despite being a part of a large
class (Elliot et al., 2016). From the teacher’s perspective, the marking may also provide
a rich source of information regarding the whole class’s ongoing progress (Klute,
Apthorp, Harlacher, & Reale, 2017), and allow them to evaluate how well a topic is
being understood and make adjustments to their teaching.

However, despite marking’s proven benefits and ubiquity as part of teachers’ respon-
sibilities, recent reviews have found a dearth of research into the exact nature of current
marking practices (González Motos, 2018). This is particularly surprising given that
marking has been identified as one of the most time-demanding and laborious aspects
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of a teacher’s job (Gibson, Oliver, & Dennison, 2015), with some surveys suggesting that
teachers may spend up to 9 hours per week going over student notebooks (Henshaw,
2016). To date, no studies seem to be able to provide comprehensive guidelines on the
optimum amount of time teachers should invest in marking, or even what types of
marking practices are most common or effective (Elliot et al., 2016), and how this might
vary according to teacher, school or student characteristics.

As such, this study responds to a call in the literature for more empirical investigations
around current marking practices. Here, we use seventh-grade science notebooks from
a representative sample of 57 primary schools from the Autonomous City of Buenos
Aires, Argentina, to analyse the current marking practices of 70 teachers across 82
classrooms to answer the following research questions:

● How much classwork do teachers mark in a representative sample of seventh-grade
science classrooms?

● When work is marked, which marking and feedback practices are most frequent?

Literature review

Despite being a common and recognisable facet of teachers’ professional responsibilities,
the term ‘marking’ is used broadly to include a variety of practices. Written marking can
take many forms (Ellis, 2009), with particular strategies implying different levels of time
and effort from teachers and, consequently, potentially different outcomes for student
progress (Falkner, 2018; González Motos, 2018). As mentioned previously, knowledge of
what is actually happening with marking in classrooms remains scarce and unsystematic,
particularly in primary school and subject-specific settings, and even more so within
developing countries such as Argentina, where this study takes place.

For this study, we define marking as any written feedback given to students on work
within their class notebooks. This is distinctly different from, say, the feedback given on
a test or the grade awarded to a paper at the end of an academic cycle, which has been
studied in considerably more depth (Dowden, Pittaway, Yost, & McCarthy, 2013; Leng,
2014; Winstone, Nash, Parker, & Rowntree, 2017), and informs the theoretical frame-
work of this paper. Marking therefore captures a less formal and more ongoing way of
providing students with feedback and teachers with information, and can include but is
not limited to acknowledgement-type marking, grades, symbols, corrective and forma-
tive assessment or any other form of feedback. In this sense, one of the main tasks of
teacher marking is to identify strengths and areas for development (González Motos,
2018), guiding students to close the gap between present and potential learning (Elbra-
Ramsay, 2011; Hattie & Timperley, 2007).

One way teachers might provide guidance when marking student work, both within
and at the end of student productions (Leng, 2014), is through the provision of direct
feedback (correcting mistakes as they see them) or indirect feedback (where teachers
highlight mistakes without correction, and students then revise their work) (Bitchener &
Knoch, 2010; Lucero, Fernández, & Montanero, 2018). Although one study suggests that
teachers express a preference for direct feedback (Lee, 2007), evidence regarding which
type of feedback works best for students is mixed. Different authors debate that whilst
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indirect feedback promotes reflection that may be more effective in fostering long-term
learning (Bitchener & Knoch, 2010; Jamalinesari, Rahimi, Gowhary, & Azizifar, 2015), it
may be less useful or even confusing or frustrating for low-proficiency students (Liu,
2008) and, in any case, may depend on the types of errors being committed (Van
Beuningen, De Jong, & Kuiken, 2012). A different study of feedback practices showed
that teachers tend to focus on and directly correct simpler aspects of student productions
(such as spelling) and that teachers tend to point out mistakes or give advice, rather than
provide praise (Silver & Lee, 2007).

In addition, peer and self-assessment (i.e. when students mark their own or each
other’s work) can also serve as an effective way of encouraging student reflection, self-
regulation, sense of self-efficacy and improvement (Meusen-Beekman, Joosten-ten
Brinke, & Boshuizen, 2016; Topping, 2009). However, this depends on students having
sufficiently high levels of proficiency and being able to take on board their peers’
guidance (Hyland, 2013; Kyaruzi, Strijbos, Ufer, & Brown, 2019).

Whether as markers or not, involving students in the feedback process is important for
feedback to be transformative (Black & Wiliam, 2009). In fact, contemporary literature
suggests that students should not be mere recipients of feedback, but rather engage in
feedback dialogue and develop student ‘feedback literacy’, which implies that students must
understand and gain capacities to use information on their performance to improve their
work (Carless & Boud, 2018; Otnes & Solheim, 2019; Winstone et al., 2017), and in turn can
enhance self-regulation (Butler &Winne, 1995; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Meusen-Beekman
et al., 2016).

Today, current research on teachers’ marking practices mostly centres on higher
education or English as a second language contexts, with considerably fewer empirical
or experimental studies in other subject contexts or education levels (Klute et al., 2017).
Within science specifically, a few studies have started to explore the use of teacher written
feedback and marking (Holmeier, Grob, Nielsen, Rönnebeck, & Ropohl, 2017; Ruiz-
Primo & Li, 2013), recognising that science provides a means through which to foment
twenty-first Century Skills such as critical thinking, creativity and responsible citizenship
(Näslund-Hadley, Cabrol, & Ibarraran, 2009; Scott, 2015). These initial studies have
found that teacher marking of secondary student notebooks is infrequent and ineffective
(Ruiz-Primo & Li, 2013), and provides challenges to teachers in terms of time, their own
assessment literacy and students’ insufficient use of the feedback itself (Holmeier et al.,
2017). There is also a dearth of ‘high quality’ feedback, with most written comments
providing only little guidance for students to then use for future progress in science
content and competencies (Ruiz-Primo & Li, 2013).

So what does the literature indicate as the most effective marking practices? Two
school-level reviews suggest that effective marking includes correcting notebooks in
a way that differentiates between careless mistakes and errors resulting from misunder-
standing, not awarding grades on every piece of work, using specific and actionable
targets, as well as giving time to go over and respond to marking (Elliot et al., 2016;
González Motos, 2018). However, it is unknown to what extent teachers are following
these best practice guidelines, and even more so in Latin America, the context of this
study. In fact, there are some indications that teachers in the region (including
Argentina) have little ‘teacher feedback literacy’ (Havnes et al., 2012) and that there is
an area for development surrounding teachers’ knowledge of these practices, particularly
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on how they relate or could enhance student learning (Anijovich, 2017; Tapia, 2016;
Valverde & Näslund-Hadley, 2010).

Existing studies of marking practices across Latin America focus instead on concep-
tualising teacher’s visions and purposes on marking (Formica, Favier, & Gómez, 2004),
rather than empirical investigations of current practices, which suggests the need to
further extend and deepen research on this topic. Moreover, given that international
student evaluation programmes and other studies systematically show the need to
improve the quality of education in Latin American countries (Flotts et al., 2016;
Valverde & Näslund-Hadley, 2010), the present study gains more relevance as a way to
start elucidating the state of affairs of current teaching practices.

Methods

Sample

This study took place within a wider investigation on teacher training and current teaching
practices in the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires (hereafter CABA, after its Spanish
acronym), Argentina (see Albornoz et al., 2019 for more details). CABA is consistently one
of the highest performing localities in Argentina and Latin America (Aprender, 2019;
OECD, 2016; Mullis et al., 2016), and so provides an interesting context in which to
potentially observe some of the more effective teaching and learning practices in the
region.

For this study, 70 teachers in charge of 82 seventh-grade classrooms from 57 different
primary schools were selected in February 2016 (seventh grade is the final year of primary
school in some Argentine provinces, with students aged between 11 and 12 years old).
Sample schools were randomly selected from the total 884 schools in the city (Argentine
Ministry of Education 2019) and are representative of CABA in terms of their size, student
achievement and pass rate, seventh-grade enrolment and dropout rate per school
(Albornoz et al., 2019). Teachers were 88.9% female, with an average age of 41.6 years
(SD. = 9.5). In terms of previous education level, all teachers held a tertiary or university
teaching certification, and 56% also held a postgraduate teacher diploma. None of the
teachers had a specialisation diploma on science teaching (as is generally the case with
Argentine primary teachers) nor reported having taken feedback or marking professional
development courses in the last two years. Finally, teachers participating in the study had an
average of 6.5 years teaching experience (SD. = 6.6). In general, in Argentine primary
schools teachers are not specialised in a given subject area or grade, but may rotate
throughout their career according to their institution´s needs and decisions. In this
particular study, both seventh-grade generalist teachers (who teach all core subjects to
the same group of students) and teachers who teach only a given combination of subjects,
including science (i.e. science and maths), participated.

Appropriate ethical approval was gained for this study, following national safeguard-
ing guidelines with assured confidentiality.
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Data collection

All teachers taught the same curricular topic (the Human Body) in the first half of
the year (March to June). Researchers asked students and teachers to complete
a background characteristic questionnaire, and teachers to select one student’s notebook
from each participating classroom. Teachers were requested to select a notebook which
they deemed to be representative of usual classwork and marking practices (i.e the
notebook of a student with good attendance, who was diligent in completing classwork,
homework and maintaining their classwork up-to-date, although not necessarily the
‘best’ student). The whole notebook was then photographed on a page by page basis.

Notebooks provide a way for observing typical classwork activities without needing to
observe lessons (Baxter et al., 2000; Ruiz-Primo et al., 2002). In Latin America, studies of
science teaching practice suggest that teachers rely heavily on students recording infor-
mation, answers and explanations in written format within class notebooks (Furman,
Luzuriaga, Taylor, Anauati, & Podestá, 2018; National Institute of Teacher Training,
2019; Valverde & Näslund-Hadley, 2010). In Argentine primary schools, in particular,
notebooks are also typically a means of communication between students, teachers and
parents (Taborda & Posada, 2016). We take the use of these notebooks to be
a fundamentally representative way of accumulating data regarding what happens in
classrooms, as well as part of how students and teachers are communicating (Formica
et al., 2004). In terms of using science notebooks as a source of information regarding
teacher feedback practices, we build on the work of Ruiz-Primo and co-authors, who
argue that science notebooks are a valid if imperfect source of data for this type of study.

Although they recognise, and we agree, that the method has some limitations in terms
of not being able to capture some important types of teacher feedback given to students
(such as verbal, group or ‘on-the-fly’ feedback given during lessons but not written down)
(Havnes et al., 2012), it does provide understanding regarding how teachers are using this
particular tool and written feedback method specifically, particularly as in many cases
student notebooks might be the main source of information a student has to be able to
study from. We also acknowledge that asking teachers to choose a ‘representative’ note-
book is likely to result in teachers selecting a ‘good’ notebook, which might bias results
towards analysing only those students who are performing well in class and therefore
arguably need less guidance or teacher feedback. However, even those students who
encounter fewer challenges in written academic schoolwork benefit from feedback, and
teachers should mark students’ work independently of their achievement level.

Data analysis

For this study, all notebooks were analysed by three researchers. In first place, all
activities identified in the class notebooks were counted. An activity was defined as
a distinct learning exercise with a specific learning objective. Using this definition,
activities do not necessarily start and end within the same lesson, and, equally, a single
lesson can have more than one activity (Cañal de León, 2000; Furman et al., 2018).

In order to address the first research question, ‘Howmuch classwork do teachers mark
in a representative sample of 7th grade science classrooms?’, researchers identified
whether teacher marking was present or not in each and every activity (when marking
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was not present, this activity was coded as ‘Unmarked’). Where teacher marking was
identified and in order to address the second research question ‘When work is marked,
which marking and feedback practices are most frequent?’, a typology of primary school
science marking was developed using both categories taken from the literature surround-
ing good marking and feedback practices, such as Expressives (Otnes & Solheim, 2019),
Praise (Silver & Lee, 2007), Student response (Ellis, 2009) or Direct and Indirect feedback
(Sia & Cheung, 2017), as well as categories created inductively from the initial analysis
(see Table 1). These were ordered from ‘low teacher guidance’ to ‘high teacher guidance’
according to the formative value of the marking (Ruiz-Primo & Li, 2013) and how much
information each form of feedback gave students in terms of progressing with their
science knowledge. Under this definition, errors in spelling, punctuation and grammar
(hereafter SPaG) were categorised as low teacher guidance, given their lack of support in
moving students towards higher science content or skills competency.

A distinction was made between marking carried out by teachers, and marking carried
out by students. Initially, based on the surrounding literature concerning peer- and self-
assessment, we had envisioned coding based on whether students were marking their own
or their peers’ work. However, this proved impossible to accurately identify (i.e. it is
possible to see that ‘a’ student has marked the work, as opposed to a teacher, but not
‘which’ student). Due to this limitation of the method and data source, we instead grouped
‘Student marked’ to encompass any work that had written feedback given by a student.
Lastly, ‘Student response’ included any instance in which there was evidence that a student
had acknowledged teacher marking and gone over their work. Inter-rater reliability of
coding was high between the three researchers involved in this process, with a test run of
three notebooks indicating agreement in over 85% of identified marking types.

Following the finalisation of the typology, the full set of notebooks were recategorised
using the new criteria. In cases where more than one type of marking was identified (if,

Table 1. Marking codes and description.
Category Description

Unmarked There is no evidence of teacher correction of student work, the work is
unmarked

Low guidance SPaG Spelling, punctuation and grammar, without commenting on the content of
the answer

Tick and flick Teacher ‘marks’ the page using a tick or other symbol indicating that the
work has been seen. Also includes ‘B’ or ‘MB’ signs.

Expressives One or two words, given in general to a full page or activity (most frequently
includes comments such as ‘Great!’, ‘Good work’ or ‘Incomplete’).

Praise for effort Positive or encouraging words provided generically across student classwork,
praising effort or progress in more general terms

Teacher guided Grade Work is scored numerically (from 1 to 10, as is ubiquitous in this context)
Direct Teacher provides the correct answer to an incorrect one
Indirect Teacher underlines, circles, crosses or otherwise indicates an error, without

providing the correct answer
High guidance Hint Teacher indicates that an answer is incorrect, asking a question or providing

a hint for the student to correct the answer themselves
Formative Teacher provides a comment that gives an evaluation of the student’s work,

indicating both strengths and potential improvements
Student – led Student marked Classwork is corrected by students (as it is also impossible to distinguish

between peer- and self-assessed work from notebooks alone, these
categories were combined)

Student response Students respond to marking – correcting their work or otherwise showing
that they have seen and acknowledged teacher marking
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for example, a teacher ticked some answers, corrected spelling mistakes and then graded
the work out of 10) each type of marking was noted. Types of marking were then
averaged as a percentage over the total number of marked activities.

Results

For this study, we aimed to understand the marking practices seen in primary science
notebooks across a representative range of schools in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Our
results are organised according to our initial research questions.

How much classwork do teachers mark in a representative sample of CABA 7th
grade science classrooms?

In general, the percentage of marked activities was heterogeneous across classrooms. On
average, teachers marked 45% of student work (SD. = 29), but this ranges from teachers
who marked less than 10% of their students’ work (n = 15) to teachers who had marked
more than 90% of the activities within a notebook (n = 4) (see Figure 1). This large
variation is perhaps a first indication that best-marking practice guidelines were not
widely established nor closely followed, as high levels of variation were also found
between teachers who taught the same grade at the same school.

When work is marked, which marking and feedback practices are most frequent?

Despite having found great diversity among teachers regarding the intensity of marking
(i.e. the proportion of marked activities over the total amount of recorded activities), we
noted a common trend in the quality of marking practices across teachers (i.e. the types
of marking used). Analysis of the marked activities in student notebooks showed that, out
of the 859 activities which were marked, most of them involved low guidance marking
strategies. As Figure 2 shows, 85% of marking carried out by teachers was based around
spelling, punctuation and grammar (SPaG), giving one-word or short comments such as
‘Great!’ (Expressives) or just ‘seen’ by the teacher (Tick and Flick).

Figure 1. Histogram showing the percentage of notebooks according to the proportion of marked
activities.
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Low teacher guidance marking
The main type of marking seen was predominantly Tick and Flick or short Expressive
marking such as ‘Good Work’ across most notebooks. Between them, they accounted for
over half (59%) of all marked activities, which is consistent with findings from Ruiz-
Primo and Li’s (2013) study who found that very few high guidance teacher comments
(in their case, this accounted for 18%, whereas in our study high teacher guidance
marking was 12%, which will be further discussed below).

When observing examples of Tick and Flick marking, what became apparent was that
this type of marking serves more of an ‘acknowledgement’ function (i.e. letting the
student knows that the teacher has, literally, ‘seen’ the piece of work), rather than
providing the student with concrete suggestions on how to improve or what their
strengths are or even accurately identifying correct answers. This was particularly salient
in notebooks where, for example, teachers ticked photocopies or definitions which had
been copied from the board, showing that such marking practices are more focussed on
verifying if tasks have been completed by students rather than on their content.

As for Expressive corrections, in some cases, the vagueness of the comment was such that,
whilst superficially it might have appeared to provide summative information to the student
(such as ‘Good job!’, ‘Well done’ or ‘Great work’), it was not tied to enough detail for the
student to understand what had been done well, or in fact might even have glossed over less-
than-perfect aspects of student work. In the example shown in Figure 3 students were
expected to draw the main organs of the digestive, respiratory and circulatory systems, and
indicate how they relate with each other. The teacher commented ‘Great’ on the student’s
work, even when it was incomplete and showed important errors, such as not including the
mouth and oesophagus as part of the digestive tract. Considering that specificity is a key
component of effective feedback (Elliot et al., 2016; Holmeier et al., 2017), this could raise
cause for concern. This lack of ‘feedback accuracy’was also evident inmany of the Expressive
corrections.

In the case of SPaG marking, this was characterised in the vast majority of cases by
teachers directly correcting spelling over students’ errors. There were even some cases
where teachers marked almost every single SPaG error, implying a huge time

Figure 2. Types of marking present (high teacher guidance and low teacher guidance) within the 45%
of marked activities.
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commitment. There were no observed instances of students copying out incorrectly
spelled words or in any way acknowledging the teachers corrections. Even though
SPaG isn’t fundamental to good science understanding, literacy, in general, is
a fundamental aspect of primary education, implying that science and science SPaG
marking could be used as an opportunity to develop this important skill if done
effectively.

In terms of teachers awarding grades to students, this again followed a similar pattern,
with most instances of grading presented as a ‘stamp’ lacking specific detail regarding the
strengths and weaknesses of the assessed work. Lastly, as has been noted in other studies,
many teacher comments were related to more organisational aspects of student’s work
(Silver & Lee, 2007), such as indicating that dates needed to be underlined or that
handwriting should be neater.

Figure 3. Inaccurate Expressive marking. In this example, we see the teacher commenting “Great”
(“Genial” in Spanish) next to a schematic drawing of a human body. Upon closer inspection, the
drawing -though nice- is not particularly scientifically accurate despite receiving teacher validation.
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High teacher guidance marking
High teacher guidance marking (comprising of marking that was categorised as Direct,
Indirect, Praise, Hint or Formative) accounted for 12% of marked activities. This type of
marking was considered more likely to guide students towards learning from the
strengths and weaknesses of their classwork.

When providing this type of feedback, many teachers marked using a combination of
strategies. This led to a more ‘progress-centred’ approach to marking, where teachers
seemed to be considering what type of marking was most appropriate for the specific
answer given. Direct feedback or corrections carried out by teachers were the most
frequent type of high guidance marking, followed by Indirect feedback (where teachers
indicate that a response in incorrect with a symbol or by underlining, but do not provide
the answer nor any guiding questions for the student).

Figure 4 shows a student´s written production to answer the following questions: ‘a)
Describe the difference between the composition of air that comes in and out of the body
and explain why; b) According to the given graph, does nitrogen participate in the gas
exchange in the lungs? Explain how you realised it.’ As the figure shows, the teacher
combined some SPaG marking (including the corresponding accent in the Spanish word
for ‘more’) with High teacher guidance marking. In particular, she asked the student to

Figure 4. Combination of marking practices. Identification of spelling and punctuation errors (marked
directly on the text), with some Direct corrections (crossing out the incorrect “Si” (“Yes”) and writing
“No”), as well as providing Hints by asking “why” (¿Por qué?) after the first answer.
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justify his answer further (by writing ‘why?’ at the end of the first one), as well as directly
correcting the student’s mistake (changing ‘Yes’ for ‘No’ in the second answer).

As shown in the example, of the few Hints given by teachers in response to incorrect or
incomplete student answers, most were short questions (such as ‘why?’ or ‘what else?’),
with few comments appearing to truly push students’ thinking in more accurate or
profound directions. To this regard, we have found missed opportunities in terms of
asking students to further explain and develop their work by providing them with more
precise and scaffolded guiding. In the given case (Figure 4), the teacher could have
requested the student to clarify in answer b) what does ‘it is equal in each one’ mean
and to provide more details for it to be a valid answer.

In the whole study, there was only one example of a piece of marking which was
considered ‘Formative’ (see Figure 5). In this example, students were required to synthe-
sise in their own words what they had learned on the circulatory system. We can see how
the teacher not only valued the student’s contributions (i.e. by identifying that this was
a very good piece of work), but also gave indications as to what information was missing
(in this case, the components of blood and the names of the blood vessels).

High teacher guidance marking is undoubtedly a time-consuming activity, which,
given the many demands on teachers’ time, makes understanding how to do it effectively
an urgent task. Although we are unable to establish if this level of high guidance marking
is ‘enough’ to maximise student learning, we agree with the suggestions made by others
to encourage teachers to mark less but better (Elliot et al., 2016), particularly in the case of
teachers who are marking all student activities.

Student led marking
Finally, only 3% of marked activities were corrected by students (either self- or peer-
assessed). Within these few examples of self- and peer-corrected work, almost all were
characterised by Ticks (usually in response to True/False or closed questions such as
Figure 6), and none provided comments or guidance. In the few cases where students
marked longer pieces of work, most corrections did not appear to be precise (there were
many cases when responses were only partially correct, but marked as with full ticks).
This may suggest that students did not possess the knowledge needed to mark with more
nuance, or that teachers did not give sufficient guidance for the activity.

Whilst providing formative assessments might be challenging for young students (in this
case, students were between 11 and 12 years old), that so little work was marked by students
might suggest that this does not form part of teachers´ usual evaluation strategies.

Moreover, not one of the 82 student notebooks showed evidence of students going over
and responding to teacher feedback. Although we recognise that feedback may have been
given verbally (and is therefore not captured by our methodology), considering the
importance of student engagement with feedback (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Carless &
Boud, 2018; Otnes & Solheim, 2019; Winstone et al., 2017), we suggest that this finding
opens the question as to how best to support teachers to begin to implement more effective
feedback practices which involve students working with and fromwritten teacher feedback,
which, as discussed before, is a key aspect of both student and teacher feedback literacy.
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Discussion

This study contributes to the growing literature which provides empirical answers to
questions regarding how teachers are marking student classwork. In particular, we expand
current studies with new data from Latin America (more specifically, the Autonomous City
of Buenos Aires, Argentina) and in a specific subject area such as science teaching, which
can provide insights on the matter in different educational contexts and subjects. Marking
and feedback, and their relationship to learning, are complex processes with many types
and permutations. As such this study only begins to understand one part of the full jigsaw

Figure 5. Formative marking.
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puzzle (i.e. written marking in student notebooks in science) with the aim of contributing
to improving these practices in contexts where learning outcomes are poor.

We find that, overall, although there is a huge variety in the amount of marking, on
average almost half of student activities are not marked by teachers. In addition, of the
45% of student activities which were marked, the vast majority (85%) was found to be low
teacher guidance, indicating that this is a general practice.

Although the literature onmarking practices is not prescriptive on the frequency in which
notebooks should be marked and it could even be argued that providing high teacher
guidance on every activity might be unfeasible (or even detrimental), our study suggests
that marking is playing either a limited role in facilitating learning or a ‘control’ role (in terms
of showing parents or school leaders that teachers are marking), but not a truly student-

Figure 6. Student self (or peer) assessment. True / False questions marked. Where the original answers
were incorrect, the student rewrote the correct letter.
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centred ‘learning’ role. In addition, despite it being impossible to know if teachers are
modifying their teaching based on what they see in class notebooks, we can say that if
teachers want notebooks to be a repository of correct information (Aschbacher & Alonzo,
2006), mistakes from classwork in notebooks (as we found in some cases) need to be
corrected.

Another finding was the complete lack of student written responses to marking. Given
that students need to understand and learn from corrections to be able to make progress,
a key component of feedback literacy (Carless & Boud, 2018), results speak of the need to
further develop these practices. Although it might be possible for students to simply read
corrections or to incorporate them without going over their work, good practice guide-
lines suggest that setting time aside to consider and respond to marking is necessary and
beneficial (Elliot et al., 2016).

This study and its methodology do have several limitations which must be acknowl-
edged. In first place, the type of feedback a teacher gives will most likely depend on the
context and subject in which the teaching takes place and the types of activities being
marked. For example, it could be argued that certain activities such as copying informa-
tion from the board, which were indicated as frequent in science classes in the context
under study (Furman et al., 2018), lend themselves more to low teacher guidance
marking practices. However, these practices were strongly prevalent across all notebooks
(even in activities which required students to elaborate their own written productions
based on their knowledge as seen in some of the given examples), which seems to indicate
that it is a common and widespread trend amongst teachers in the study.

Another methodological aspect that should be noted is that only one notebook per class
was analysed. Despite considering that in primary education notebooks are an adequate
proxy to teaching practices (Kisilevsky et al., 2019; Baxter et al., 2000; Ruiz-Primo et al.,
2002) and that teachers were asked to select the notebook they considered to be more
complete and to best reflect the work done in science lessons, it is possible that sampling
one notebook may not reflect the heterogeneity amongst students in the same class. In
particular, it could be the case that teachers also selected notebooks that belonged to high-
ability students, which may, in turn, tend to receive a different type of feedback than their
lower-achieving peers (i.e. we could expect the latter to need more and higher guidance
teacher feedback if they present more mistakes).

Both points developed so far indicate that although our study gives first clues into
practices for primary science, extrapolating from these results in other levels, contexts or
subjects must be done with caution.

In third place, feedback could be given verbally – and this may, in fact, be a more
effective way of giving individual or group feedback – and, although science notebooks
reflect with great fidelity what students do and what teachers focus on in a science class
(Baxter et al., 2000) this verbal feedback is not captured by our methods.

Similarly, students´ responses to written feedback could have been verbally discussed
with teachers, which this method also does not capture. However, given that the analysed
notebooks show evidence of their exhaustive use to capture different types of activities
carried out in lessons (for example, explicitly stating that they watched a video in class or
they verbally discussed a given topic), that this practice is totally lacking across all
notebooks suggests a widespread need to support teachers to use student-teacher
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feedback dialogue (be it written or verbal) and incorporate the value of student responses
as a mechanism to help promote student learning.

In other words, there seems to be a missed opportunity in terms of encouraging
students to learn from their mistakes, and becoming more self-aware, -reflective and -
regulated (Meusen-Beekman et al., 2016). Students will need to learn these skills for later
stages in their educational trajectories and lives, particularly in skill-dependent job
markets where individual and ongoing learning and self-regulation is important. This
may be even more particularly the case in science given its potential to develop the
twenty-first Century Skills so needed by educators and employers (Näslund-Hadley et al.,
2009; Scott, 2015).

It, therefore, becomes relevant to explore marking practices in the context of science
lessons, for beyond being one of primary education´s core subject areas, results speak of
teaching characteristics and feedback literacy more generally. In addition, the marking
codes used are not content-specific and therefore could potentially used in studies
focused on other disciplines as well. However, further research would be required to
explore marking practices in other subject areas in order to compare results and be able
to draw more generalisable conclusions, taking into account possible subject-specific
marking cultures.

Lastly, the study opens questions as to which factors could account for our results. In
the first place, we hypothesise that scarce paid teacher preparation time (i.e. time when
they are at school but not in front of students, usually devoted to parent-teacher con-
ferences, to planning lessons and tests, and also to marking notebooks) may be playing
a role in explaining why a high proportion of notebooks are not marked and that, amongst
marked activities, low guidance teacher feedback is predominant. This could be particu-
larly the case of written marking practices under study in this paper, for they are even
more-time consuming for teachers. In Argentina, teachers have limited time outside of
classroom teaching (about 4 hours per week) and many also work across two schools (one
in the morning and one in the afternoon), which also limits their time availability. It,
therefore, might be interesting to explore if associations exist between having more paid
preparation time or working in only one school are associated with marking practices. To
this regard, another study has shown that the lack of time available to mark student work
is one of the situations perceived as most problematic by teachers in Latin American
countries such as Argentina, Brasil, Perú and Uruguay (Tenti Fanfani, 2005).

Another potential explanation for the lack of teacher marking literacy is the lack of
initial teacher preparation in this aspect. Although teacher education programmes in
Argentina do include subjects in evaluation, which typically address the characteristics of
evaluation and assessment frameworks, studies have shown that these subjects tend to be
more theoretical and less practical (Vezub, 2007), suggesting perhaps a need for less
conceptual education and more hands-on guidance. We believe there are an urgent need
and huge opportunity in both initial and continuing teacher education with regards to
preparing primary science teachers on giving effective written feedback, which could
contribute to enhance teacher feedback literacy.

Beyond the level of the individual teacher, school leadership and district supervision
teams may also play a role in increasing marking, as some notebooks showing evidence of
headteachers supervising student notebooks as well (such as by stamping classwork or
leaving general comments). We find that normative guidelines in Argentina tend to talk
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about feedback and marking in general terms, but do not give concrete guidance on how to
effectively conduct it, suggesting perhaps an opportunity to develop and share said guide-
lines. Therefore, supporting or developing headteachers to encourage effective marking and
establish an accountability framework (such as a school marking policy, as is perhaps more
common in other country contexts) for this aspect of teacher responsibilities might be
beneficial (Tenti Fanfani, 2005). This could also extend up to the district supervisor level.

In conclusion, our results speak to the lack of a more unified and generalised culture of
formative and ongoing assessment frameworks within CABA schools in Argentina. We
argue that such a framework with regards to best practice and accountability is needed, so
that students are given high guidance feedback which will best support them in learning.
This would also save teachers from wasting valuable time on practices that do not really
provide ‘bang for buck’ returns on learning. To this extent, our study provides insights
that could be taken into account to design training courses or materials for teachers,
targeted at addressing how to enhance high guidance feedback. They also point to the
importance of conducting studies that provide evidence on marking practices across
various contexts. Therefore, we end with a renewed call for more research to focus on
providing empirical and even experimental data on effective marking practices.
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