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Introduction 

This research project will look at in detail whether or not peer assessment is an effective way of measuring progress within the classroom. This particular research question is of a high interest to myself as peer assessment is commonly used throughout schooling nowadays and while being on my first professional teaching experience, it’s something that I’ve seen used fairly often. In the school that I was placed, peer assessment is used frequently in order to mark ‘CLIC’ tasks that occur a minimum of three times per week. The aim of this research will be to gain a better understanding of how students view peer assessment and therefore will aid me in using peer assessment in a more effective way during my career as a primary school teacher. 


Research context

This section will provide context and information about the school I have been placed in on my first professional teaching experience. The school is based in the Swansea area of South Wales and there are around 600 students in the school. The school is a Welsh speaking primary school. Approximately 7% of the students that attend the school are eligible for free school meals (Estyn.gov.wales). In the class I was placed in for block two of PTE1, were approximately 32 students who are 10 or 11 years old as it was a mixture of year 5 and also year 6 within the class. The second research school was also in the Swansea area and has around 200 students and the class that the research lesson was conducted in was a year 6 class containing around 20 students. The third and final research school was again in the Swansea area and has around 400 students who attend the school. The research lesson was conducted in a mixed year 5 and 6 class, containing around 30 students. 











Methodology

The methodology that myself and my partners decided to use in this particular study is lesson study research, which is a form of action research. As a group, myself and my partners aimed to collect the research using three separate lesson studies with the overall aim of measuring how effective peer assessment is when measuring progress within the classroom.

Action research has numerous different conceptions but is widely regarded as teachers researching their own practice within the lessons that they teach in their classroom. Action research is developmental in nature and has two main purposes according to (Feldman. A, 2000). The more immediate and arguably more important of the two purposes, is that it is aimed at improving teaching practice which then improves the students’ learning, meaning teachers engage in action research, it is in order to get better at what they do. The second purpose is to ‘gain an improved understanding of educational situations in which they teach so that they can become a part of the knowledge base of teaching and learning’ (Feldman. A, 2000).

During this action research study, there were several methods of data collection utilised due to the fact that there were numerous different sections which were: observation, reflection and the interview. Each of these methods were decided and agreed upon as a group and carefully planned in order to be as effective as possible in this particular research study and gain the research that was required, in the short space of time that we had. The observation took place in three separate research lessons in three separate primary schools in the form of non-participant observation. 

Interviews had been decided upon as we needed to gain the views of the participants on peer assessment and how they view the commonly used method of assessment. Interviews can be used to collect data while also gaining knowledge from certain individuals (Kajornboon. A.B, 2005). Using interviews as a method of data collection also builds a holistic snapshot, analyses words, focuses on certain detail that the participants have provided, but also allows and encourages interviewees to speak in a normal way and express their views and feelings on a certain topic (Alshenqeeti. H, 2014). Myself and my research group decided that the interviews would be semi-structured, in order to ensure a level of structure while also allowing the participants the freedom to express their thoughts and views on peer assessment.

The interviewees at each school were chosen by myself, Teacher X and Teacher Y. The size of my research class was 32 pupils, all of whom were present during the lesson. Each of the students that participated in the interview after having completed the diary note, were chosen randomly by utilising a random name generator. Teacher X also had every student of the 19 within the classroom present at her school. Having arrived at the school of Teacher Y, she was informed that the year 5 pupils, who make up a small number of her mixed year 5 and 6 class, would not be involved in the lesson due to a county choir singing session that was ongoing in the school hall. This was not an issue and the research lesson continued as normal. 


In order to effectively reflect on the lesson and the interview, as a group we had decided that the Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle would be the most effective way of doing so. We had decided this as a group as this tool of reflection covers several different aspects of reflection from a description of what happened, to evaluating what was good and bad about the process, to what we’d improve on as a group should we be required to undertake in a research study similar to this one at any point in the future. 

Ethical Considerations

When conducting research within the classroom, there are numerous ethical factors that need to be considered. Before conducting the research, having permission off the parents of the participants who were interviewed was necessary to ensure they are fully aware and happy for their child to participate.  The second is that the participants must feel safe within the environment that the interview will take place and that the participants are fully aware that they can decide to not participate in the research at any point should they change their mind or feel uncomfortable at all. In order to ensure that the participants feel comfortable and happy in the environment that they are in, the research was conducted in a room where the participants were happy for the research to take place in, which were the school library, the classroom or the staff room. After having conducted the interview and gained the research that was needed, the data that was collected was stored in a cupboard or a desk that had a lock in order to ensure that it was only the three of us that worked as a group could have access to the data. 

Literature Review

The following section will be a review of the literature that already exists surrounding the topic of whether or not peer assessment is an effective way of measuring a students’ progress within the classroom. This review of literature will look at the different views that academic authors have on peer assessment, looking at both the positive and negative sides of peer assessment. Firstly, a definition of peer assessment will be provided: ‘Peer assessment is an arrangement for learners to consider and specify the level, value, or quality of a product or performance of other equal-status learners’ (Topping, K.J, 2009). The author states that peer assessment can be presented in a summative or a formative manor. 

Peer assessment is commonly used nowadays throughout schooling as well as teaching for various different reasons. The authors (Black. P and William. D, 2004) state that peer assessment can be hugely valuable within the classroom due to the fact that students might accept criticism about their work from each other that they might not accept should the criticism come from the teacher. (Black. P and William. D, 2004) also explain that peer assessment can be very effective due to the fact the process will be carried out utilising language and vocabulary that the students themselves use naturally and on a daily basis. It is also argued that peer assessment is very beneficial to students as it allows and aids in developing certain important skills (Sluijsmans. D.M et al, 2004). When participating in a task that requires peer assessment, students are required to communicate and collaborate and due to this are able to gain and improve on their communication and collaboration skills. Encouraging students to assess each other’s work exposes and introduces them to the skill of being critical when reflecting and analysing the work of their peers (Birenbaum. M, 1996). 

One study on students’ views on peer assessment explains that there are issues and problems that students face when assessing their class mates work. Many students expressed how they found it difficult to be objective about the work they were marking because the work that they had been asked to mark, was that of their friends (Hanrahan. S.J et al, 2001). Not knowing enough detail as to what they are supposed to be looking for when marking the work of their peers, is another issue that students feel that they face when attempting to provide feedback (Hanrahan. S.J et al, 2001).

Another study views peer assessment as an integral part of formative assessment. This study states that peer assessment is commonly used in lessons where performance is explicit such as physical education or the performing arts (Noonan and Duncan, 2005). (Butler and Hodge, 2001) found that peer assessment has practical implications and values for students. There are four reasons teachers use peer assessment, according to (Johnson, 2004). The first reason is peer assessment increases student involvement in the learning process. The second reason is that peer assessment increases social interaction between students and makes them trust in their peers. The third reason is that it teaches students to facilitate and provide feedback to their peers. The final reason peer assessment is used is it ensures students focus on the process and not the product (Johnson, 2004).

One study analyses the feedback that primary school students give each other and whether the gender of the students has any impact upon the marks or feedback given. This study analyses and argues that factors such as gender, beliefs, shared values and racial differences may all impact how a student would mark their fellow students’ work (Yurdabakan. I, 2011). 

Having read and analysed the existing literature around the subject of whether or not peer assessment can be deemed as an effective way of measuring progress within the classroom, it is evident that there are mixed reviews around the subject. While there are many positive effects to utilising peer assessment within the classroom such as learning to critique a piece of work and learning the skill of being able to communicate and collaborate, the literature also presents numerous issues that could be encountered and have to be factored in. Issues such as students not knowing what they are looking for and potentially being lenient towards friends or people who have the same interests as themselves. 













Lesson study 1 results and analysis

The first lesson was conducted by myself. The lesson was a one hour lesson with 10 minutes for the introduction, 40 minutes to complete the task and 10 minutes at the end where students would be able to read out their work and tell the rest of the class about the best day of their lives. As a group, we had decided that the three lessons would all be lessons on writing a diary about the ‘best day of my life’, meaning that the students would be writing to their diary to tell the diary about the best day or days that they had experienced throughout their lives. 

During the introduction, I explained to the students what exactly would be required when attempting today’s task. I explained that the task would be writing a diary note about the best day or best days of their lives. Having explained what was required, I then proceeded to question the students as to how they might begin the diary note while pointing to the clue I had written on the white board that stated ‘dear diary’. Many of the students within the classroom were able to answer the question as they were already familiar with the format of a diary note. For the remaining few minutes of the introduction, I questioned some of my students, using the assessment for learning method of lollypop sticks, on what they were going to write about. This task was one that seemed to have each student’s attention from the beginning as they all seemed keen to communicate to myself and their fellow students as to what they would be writing about. Similar to almost every class, there were different capability levels of work within my classroom therefore there were different requirements set for each of the groups. The green and red group, which are the two top groups within the class, were required to include at least 8 adjectives, 5 verbs, 3 similes, 1 alliteration and 5 transition verbs. The orange and blue groups, which were the middle level students in terms of ability in my class, had to include at least 4 adjectives, at least 3 verbs, 2 similes and 4 transition words in their diary note. The yellow and purple groups, which were the bottom group in terms of ability in my class, had to include at least 2 adjectives, 2 verbs, 1 simile and 2 transition words. Providing the students with a success criteria ensured that each group understood exactly what was required in order for them to successfully complete the task. Before allowing the students to commence the diary note, I went through exactly what an adjective, a verb, a simile, an alliteration and a transition word are and the students were aware of exactly what each of these were. Examples were also distributed to each table should any of the students struggle to think of any of these. The students that went ahead and began writing their diary notes and seemed to have great enthusiasm when doing so. After around 30 minutes of writing, I stopped the students and had them to swap their work with another person on their table. I then explained that the students would need to mark the work of their peers while checking through the success criteria and putting a simple ‘tick’ or ‘cross’ in the box as to whether or not their peer had achieved what was required. For example, should the success criteria require 8 adjectives, the student marking the work would need to put a ‘tick’ or ‘cross’ in the box as to whether or not this had been achieved by their peer. After having marked the work, for the remaining 10 minutes of the lesson was spent allowing the students in the class to read their work out to myself and my two research partners. 


Myself, Teacher X and Teacher Y all were in agreement that the three students were on task when completing their diary notes. While the students were doing the task, I walked around the classroom in order to see how everyone was getting on and to communicate and hear the different ideas the students would be writing about and it was obvious that the students were focused and on task. Each student within the classroom had achieved the learning goal of writing a diary note containing a certain number of adjectives, similes, verbs, alliterations or transition words that was being asked of them in the success criteria. 



















Lesson study 2 results and analysis

The second of the three lesson studies was taught by the second student teacher in my research group, who will be called Teacher X. This lesson was around an hour in length. This lesson was the same format and task as the first lesson, as we had decided as a group that each lesson would be the same task. The task was to write a diary note about the best day or days of your life. It was also explained clearly that to begin the diary note, ‘dear diary’ would be required. Teacher X began the lesson by quizzing the students on what their prior knowledge was about diary notes. Many of the students were aware that a diary note began with ‘dear diary’. Teacher X then proceeded to read an example from the first lesson of the day, which was taught by myself, which was a piece of work written by a student from the top group in my class in order to provide an example of the standard of work that could be achieved. Having provided an example, Teacher X then asked a few of the students what they would be writing about. Similar to the class in my placement school, this school also organised the groups within the classroom by the capabilities of the students. There were three groups within the class. North America was the top group within the class, Asia was the middle group and Europe was the group that was bottom in terms of capability. North America, which was the top group within the class, were required to include at least 8 adjectives, 5 verbs, 3 similes, 1 alliteration and 5 transition verbs. Asia, which was the middle level students in terms of ability in Teacher X’s class, had to include at least 4 adjectives, at least 3 verbs, 2 similes and 4 transition words in their diary note. Europe, which is the bottom group in terms of ability in Teacher X’s class, had to include at least 2 adjectives, 2 verbs, 1 simile and 2 transition words. Teacher X also provided the students with examples of adjectives, verbs, similes, alliteration and transition words so that the students were clear as to what these were. 

The three students in Teacher X’s class were on task and communicating constructively with their peers and produced a diary note that was of a high standard. Each of these three students had achieved the learning goal of writing a diary note containing a certain number of adjectives, similes, verbs, alliterations or transition words that was being asked of them in the success criteria. 





Lesson study 3 results and analysis

The third and final lesson of our research was taught by Teacher Y. This lesson was an hour in length, similar to the previous two research study lessons. This lesson was, as agreed and discussed in depth as a group, exactly the same format as the two previous lessons. Teacher Y began the lesson by explaining what would be happening during the lesson. Teacher Y then asked the class what they knew about diary notes, in order to see what the students’ previous knowledge around the subject was. Similar to the two previous research lessons, the students had a high understanding of diary notes and were aware that to begin their diary note, ‘dear diary’ was required. 

This school also arranged their students by capability, with three groups within the classroom. Branwen was the top group in the class in terms of capability. Matholwch was the middle group and Bendigeidfran was the bottom group in terms of student capability. Teacher Y then proceeded to explain what each of the groups needed to include within their diary notes. Branwen, which was the top group within the class, were required to include at least 8 adjectives, 5 verbs, 3 similes, 1 alliteration and 5 transition verbs. Matholwch, which was the middle level students in terms of ability in the class, had to include at least 4 adjectives, at least 3 verbs, 2 similes and 4 transition words in their diary note. Bendigeidfran, which is the bottom group in terms of ability in Teacher Y’s class, had to include at least 2 adjectives, 2 verbs, 1 simile and 2 transition words. Teacher Y also provided the students with examples of adjectives, verbs, similes, alliteration and transition words so that the students were clear as to what these were. 

When observing the three students who would later be interviewed by myself, Teacher Y and Teacher X, the three students were on task and communicating constructively with their peers while sat at their desks. Each of these students managed to complete a task that was of a high standard and had evidently understood what was required of them. On completing their diary notes, these students along with the rest of the class had achieved the goal that was set at the start of the lesson, which was to write a diary note about the best day or best days of your lives, while ensuring that they had used the correct number of either adjectives, similes, verbs, alliterations or transition words being asked of them on the success criteria. 




Discussion of Research Findings

Having taught one of the three research lessons and observed two more, the research findings that we as a group had received off the three different sets of students did in fact differ from school to school. Throughout the research schools, the students stated that they were open to the idea of marking other students’ work but did have reservations about having theirs marked by a peer. The interviewees at my placement school had positive views about peer assessment as long as they trusted the person that was marking the work and stated that having a ‘debatable partner’ was something they were not fond of. Interested to discover what the students meant by ‘debatable’, they went on to explain that they feel particular students within the classroom would go out of their way to be overly critical about their work. Another factor that many of the students across the three research study classes felt was an issue, was that they sometimes had trouble reading their peers’ handwriting which to myself and my group, is a common occurrence when marking some of the students’ work. One study argues that technology is not solely to blame. A huge factor in the decline of students’ handwriting throughout schooling has been due to the fact that students are taught to be ready for an examination and not taught what they need to know (Suddath. C, 2009). 

One of the questions asked by myself and my research partners was whether or not students had faith in their peers marking their work. The reply across all three of the research schools was that they had far more faith and believed the teacher would supply them with more constructive and helpful feedback. They also said that they feel feedback from the teacher is far more accurate as the teacher knows precisely what they are looking for when marking, which links to the literature conducted by (Hanrahan. S.J et al, 2001) stating that often students are unaware what they are looking for when marking their peers’ work.

A common theme that was raised by the students across the three research groups was how peer assessment allowed them to gain new ideas that could be used within their own work. The interviewees stated that they were able to learn new vocabulary along with different ways to structure their work from their peers that they could then transfer to their own work and believed this was a huge benefit of peer assessment. 



Conclusion

When collecting primary research, it is vital that there is a high level of reliability with the data that has been collected. The method used in this research study, as previously stated, was lesson research study. The methods used to collect data used for these lesson research studies is reliable. As previously stated, as a group we decided to teach a literacy lesson in order to gain the research around peer assessment. Each lesson in the three schools was exactly the same format and structured in the same way. Each class had the same task, which was to write a diary note about the best day of their lives. Each lesson being the same ensured consistency when collecting the research. This was important to ensure reliability and validity. 

The data collected using interviews in order to get the students views and opinions and peer assessment means as a research group we were able to gain primary research by structuring the interview so that the students being interviewed were able to provide us with honest opinions. Similar to the lesson format, the questionnaire that myself, Teacher X and Teacher Y designed was exactly the same for each of the three interviews. This ensured that there was a consistency with the questions being asked. Having a structure to our interviews allowed us to gain the research that we set out to gain, giving us plenty of research to work with. While our interviews were structured, the students being interviewed were able to give us any ideas and thoughts they felt were relevant to the questions being asked. One consideration that had to be made when discussing the validity of the interview was that the interviewees may have given us answers that they knew we wanted to hear rather than give their honest opinion on peer assessment due to the fact they may have wanted to please us as researchers.

Utilising the Gibbs Reflective Cycle was hugely beneficial to our research as it allowed us to reflect on each lesson that we as researchers had been a part of. The guidelines that the Gibbs Reflective Cycle gave us ensured we reflected thoroughly on all aspects of the research we had collected throughout the research process. It allowed us to look deeper into the research we had gathered and not only the surface research we had gathered. 

The findings from our research are similar to many of the findings from the literature that already exists and was discussed in the literature review. One of our findings was that students feel that feedback from their teacher is far more helpful and accurate than the feedback they get off their peers. This is similar to the findings from (Hanrahan. S.J et al, 2001). Another finding was how the students felt that there could be some bias in the marks they get from their peers, due to friendship groups or people not being friends. This was similar to the findings of (Yurdabakan. I, 2011) who stated there is sometimes a tendency for bias when marking the work of peers. 


Recommendations 

Having conducted my own research and explored the existing research that exists, I would make several recommendations regarding peer assessment. The first recommendation I would make would be to continue using peer assessment within the classroom as it can be very beneficial. Peer assessment allows students to develop important skills such as communicating with their peers and being able to offer constructive criticism about a piece of work (Birenbaum. M, 1996). Peer assessment also allows students to view each other’s work and therefore students are able to see work that may be of a different standard to theirs and potentially gain new ideas through doing this. The second recommendation I would make would be to ensure that students are aware of what they are searching for when providing their peers with feedback or a mark. Providing the students with a success criteria and explaining before they begin marking would be hugely beneficial as they would be able to understand precisely what they need to be looking for, as was done in all three of our research study lessons. The third recommendation I would make is to ensure each piece of work within the classroom is understandable in terms of handwriting, as many of the students expressed that they have difficulty in marking the work as they cannot understand some students’ handwriting.

Moving forward, this research will help me to improve myself as a teacher, particularly when asking my students to assess their peers’ work. I believe used correctly and ensuring students are fully aware of what is being asked of them, that peer assessment can be hugely beneficial within the classroom. 

Should I ever need to do this lesson study again, I would try and gather more research than just three lesson studies. While three lesson studies was more than sufficient, having more time to collect the data required would allow for a wider scope of students’ views. 
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