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Abstract 
Even having designed an academic program based on competencies when students finish this 
program they are usually not aware of their competency development. Feedback can act as a 
promoter of this competency development but not all types of feedback can do it. It has to meet some 
characteristics, which requires that students adopt an active role once they get this feedback. This 
study contributes to explore to what extent feedback facilitates students’ competency development 
and to better know if at the end of an academic program students are aware of the competencies they 
have developed. With a sample of 131 students a pretest-posttest research was designed. In this 
paper the results about the pre-test survey are being presented. Students’ responses obtained show 
their positive perception on the development of soft skills (transversals competencies) more than hard 
skills (competencies related to their specific professional field of expertise). Concerning teachers’ 
feedback same students assessed it in a positive way even though they considered it just partially 
helped them to improve their learning.   
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1 INTRODUCTION  

1.1 Competency-based learning 
Even having designed an academic program based on competencies when students finish this 
program they are usually not aware of their competency development. According to Smits, Sluijsmans 
and Jochems (2009) [1] there isn’t still much evidences on the effect of competency-based learning 
basically in terms of promoting student’s reflection. Reflection is understood in this paper as it 
“involves not simply a sequence of ideas but a consequence and a consecutive ordering in such a way 
that each determines the next as its proper outcome, while each in turn leans back on its 
predecessors” (Dewey, 1933, p. 2-3) [2]. Furthermore Quinton and Smallbone (2010) [3] highlight the 
relevance of promoting reflection in Higher Education. In this context feedback can act as a facilitator 
of students’ competency development. 

A competent person in Higher Education is the one who tests the ability to use knowledge and 
personal, social and methodological skills, at work or in a study situation, for personal or for 
professional development (Cano García, 2008) [4]. In this sense, educating and training for the 
development of competencies means generating the necessary conditions for an integrated 
mobilization of knowledge, personal resources and mental and psychomotor processes to be used in 
response to the demands of the real world. There are soft and hard skills. The former are those that 
“help people to adapt and behave positively so that they can deal effectively with the challenges of 
their professional and everyday life” (Haselberger et al., 2012) [5]. The latter are skills more connected 
to the specific professional field of expertise.  

In a virtual environment of teaching and learning, to develop competencies could even be more 
complex (Van den Boom, Paas, Van Merriënboer & Van Gog, 2004) [6] because of its own 
characteristics (i.e. asynchronous learning and based on written communication). However this 
competencies development online could be facilitated if courses are designed with authentic tasks and 
a formative assessment design. 

1.2 Competency-based assessment 
Assessment is at the centre of every curriculum designed by competencies. A competency-based 
assessment requires focusing on the evolution of students’ competencies, measuring their 
performance and providing individual feedback to help them progress in their learning process. There 
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are several methodologies that respond to a competency-based assessment approach, for example, 
the use of portfolios or rubrics (Panadero & Jonsson, 2013) [7]. There are, however, three key 
elements to guarantee a coherent assessment process with a competency-based learning: 1) a model 
of continuous and formative assessment (focus on the assessment process rather than in the final 
product), 2) with a variety of assessing agents (teachers, students, etc.), and, 3) based on feedback 
(as a mechanism which can promote students’ development of competencies).  

1.3 The importance of feedback 
Feedback is defined in this paper as the information students need to know about what strategies or 
changes they have to implement to improve their assignments. In this sense, feedback is 
conceptualised as feedforward, meaning it aims to improve future learning (Hattie & Timperley, 2007) 
[8]. As we previously mentioned, feedback can act as a promoter of students’ competency 
development and specially, the competency learning to learn as the ability to reflect on their own 
learning. However not all kind of feedbacks can promote competencies. In order to do so, feedback 
has to meet some characteristics, which requires that student adopts an active role once he or she 
gets this feedback. This means that when student receives feedback, he or she has to comprehend it 
and take decisions about how to proceed (Guasch, Espasa & Martinez-Melo, 2019) [9].  

Over the past ten years there has been a shift on feedback conceptualisation changing it from a 
monologue perspective -effort invested on designing feedback- to a dialogic perspective -effort is 
mainly concentrated on knowing what strategies should be implemented in order for students to 
become active and use this feedback received to transfer it into improvements of their learning (Boud 
& Molloy, 2013) [10]. In spite of that what usually happens is that once students obtain dialogic 
feedback, they don’t finally engage with it and they don’t use it (Price, Handley, Millar & O’Donovan, 
2010) [11]. The reason of this can be because feedback has not been delivered on time, because 
students cannot comprehend it or because it is too long or too complex. This is why the challenge in 
this dialogical feedback perspective is to engage students. In order to achieve this challenge students 
should be informed about how to use the feedback received and how they can transform it into 
improvements (Carless & Boud, 2018) [12].  

This paper contributes to know student’s perception about feedback received in an academic program 
designed by competencies and specially to establish which feedback students would like to receive in 
the future in o:rder to improve their competency development. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Context of study  
This research was carried out at the Universitat Oberta de Catalunya. This University can be 
considered as a representative online university (more than 20 years of experience and with almost 
60000 students in the year 2016-17). It is a virtual University from the scratch. Its educational model is 
characterised by asynchronous and written communication.  

The following study is based in a teaching and learning process designed on the development of 
several assignments. The study presented was conducted in the Educational Psychology Master’s 
degree program and specially in the Master’s thesis, which is one of the courses students must do at 
the end of the program. The Master’s thesis is being done by the completion of five different learning 
assignments that contribute to the final product (Fig. 1). Each one of these assignments work for the 
development of specific competencies (soft skills or SS and hard skills or HS) defined by learning 
outcomes following the Bloom’s Taxonomy classification. Once the learning assignment is done 
teacher provides a regular and individual feedback to the student through an assessment report. From 
here students have to implement this feedback in the following assignment making the modifications 
and changes set by the teacher.  
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Figure 1. Research process and research design 

1.1 Aims of research 
In order to contribute to explore to what extent feedback facilitates students’ competency development 
and to better know if at the end of the Master’s degree students are aware of their competency 
development, this research tries to achieve three specific objectives: 

1 To identify which competencies students perceive to have acquired during the Masters’ degree. 
2 To know students’ perception of teacher feedback received in courses of a program designed 

by competency-based learning.  
3 To know what feedback students would like to receive in the future in order to improve their 

competency development. 

1.2 Data collection instruments 
In order to explore the aims of the research presented below a quantitative methodology was 
proposed using a series of questionnaires in order to collect information on two aspects:  

1 Students’ self-reflection on their competency development, 
2 and students’ perception and implementation of teachers’ previous feedback. 

Specifically four types of questionnaires were designed (Fig. 1): a pre-test survey (PETS), a series of 
four tracking questionnaires after each feedback (TQ1, TQ2, TQ3, TQ4), a post-test survey (POTS) 
and a teachers’ perception final questionnaire (TPQ).  

This paper presents the results of the pre-test survey (PETS) composed by three demographic 
questions (students’ identification, gender and work) and four closed questions: 
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a) Q1. Which is your competency development level on each one of the Master’s thesis course 
competencies? (5 multiple-choice options).  

b) Q2. In general, and during the Master’s degree, how would you consider your previous 
experience on teachers’ feedback? (5 multiple-choice options). 

c) Q3. Up to now, and in the rest of the Masters’ degree courses, what has teachers’ feedbacks 
provided you with? (11 multiple-choice options). 

d) Q4. In this Master's’ thesis course what would you like teachers’ feedback to provide you with? 
(11 multiple-choice options).  

1.3 Sample  
The Master’s thesis is a course with 19 virtual classrooms and 174 students enrolled from which 131 
participated in the pre-test survey (response rate= 75,3%). 88.55% were female and 11.45, male. As 
an online University students are usually workers. Specifically in this research 87% of these students 
were working and 13% were not. 32.4% worked in a job related to the Master’s degree, 24% didn’t' 
have a job related to it and 43.6% only partially.  

2 RESULTS 

2.1 Students’ competency development 
The students of the Educational Psychology Master’s degree program had not a high perception on 
their competency development once they had enrolled in the Master’s thesis course. Specifically, and 
as we can see in the Fig. 2, most of these learners (more than 65%) believed having acquired and 
develop the digital competency (use ICT in a critical and effective way in the academic and 
professional fields or SS1).  

 
Figure 2. Q1. Which is your competency development level on each one  

of the Master’s thesis course competencies? 

However students did not have a positive perspective on the Masters’ degree hard skills development 
(more than 65%) such as carry out a research into the psychopedagogical practice in order to be able 
to implement improvements based on the results obtained (HS5) or lead and accompany processes 
and training in groups or educational institutions respecting the principles of attention to diversity 
(HS7).  
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2.2 Students’ perception of feedback 
Regarding students’ perception on feedback (Fig. 3), in general, and during the Masters’ degree they 
considered teachers’ feedback having been: 

a) Appropriate in relation to the purpose of the assignments and with the assessment criteria 
(28.38%), 

b) Provided in time to be able to use it for further learning or for help (26.58%), 
c) and adequate regarding its periodicity (26.58%).  

 
Figure 3. Q2. In general, and during the Master’s degree, how would you consider  

your previous experience on teachers’ feedback? 

When we analyse the results in more depth students ensured teachers’ feedback helped them to know 
more about the content of the course (70.99%), to have an auto reflexive and self-critical vision on 
their own learning process (72,52%) and to improve their learning process (72,52%).  

Contrary to this positive perception same students did not agree on teachers’ feedback usefulness to 
help them improving assignments formal aspects (writing, spelling, presentation, linguistic correction, 
style, etc.) (45.04%), to motivate them to continue working in the course (41.22%) and neither to 
increase their involvement in the assignments and in their learning process (42.75%).  

Moreover, and considering same results, students’ pre-test survey showed important similarities 
between teachers’ feedback already received from the previous program courses and students’ 
feedback expectations in the future - being these last ones, again, to improve their learning process 
(85.50%) and to improve learning assignments (83.21%).  
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Figure 4. Comparative chart between teachers’ feedback received and expectations  

on its role to provide students with examples of what good feedback is 

Finally results did show differences in one important element of teachers’ feedback usefulness: to 
provide students with examples of what a good feedback is in the future (Fig. 4). While informants 
ensured that in the rest of the Masters’ degree program teachers’ feedback did not help them with that 
(52%), they claimed this is how they would like it to be (96.18%).  

3 CONCLUSIONS 
The results of this first exploratory phase of the study through the administration of the pre-test survey 
show a more positive self-perception of Masters’ degree students on the development of soft skills 
than on hard skills acquisition. In this sense in the future it would be important to analyse if an 
adequate feedback could contribute to better improve these students’ hard skills.  

Concerning the results of students’ perception of feedback we can conclude that in general students 
think teachers’ feedback have been important mainly to improve their learning assignments. However 
specific information would still be needed on what type of improvements students do after processing 
feedback received. In this regard the analysis of the rest of research data would provide more 
information relating to that. Thereby the tracking questionnaires after each feedback (TQ1, TQ2, TQ3 
and TQ4) will collect what students’ remember on their assignment teachers’ feedback and if they 
have implemented some changes in these assignments after having received that feedback and in 
order to improve them. 

Another relevant result related to students’ feedback perception is that only 42.75% of students 
consider that feedback don’t contribute to increase their involvement in the assignments, This result 
provide evidence that students have problems to be engaged with feedback (Price, Handley, Millar & 
O’Donovan, 2010) [11].  

Finally it is important to note students’ expectations on feedback usefulness to provide them with 
examples of what a good feedback is. This result might be due to these students professional profile 
being related in a Educational Psychology Masters’ degree so that they will probably have to play the 
assessors role at some point in their career. Therefore, this first study analysis also denote a new line 
of research in which future Masters’ program degree students themselves could assess their peers 
and be the providers of these feedback spirals. What would contribute to student feedback literacy 
(Carless & Boud, 2018) [12]. 
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