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Staff and Pupil Perceptions of Assessment for Learning
Exploring pupil’s engagement with peer-assessment

The focus of this assignment is to design and conduct a small-scale educational research based on Assessment for Learning (AfL), the research will be conducted in a Primary School in South Wales. The three main research tools that will be used during the research are: observation, interviews and questionnaires. Research findings will be linked to literature to inform how the chosen AfL strategy improves pupils learning and how teachers can implement successful strategies to develop their own professional practice. “Wider reading and research findings” (Welsh Government, 2019), is a Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) standard that student teachers are required to meet, therefore by researching further into AfL this research will help to develop personal professional knowledge and practice.
According to the Assessment Reform Group, (2002, p.2) “AfL is the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where the learners are in their learning, where they need to go and how best to get there”. AfL is a way of using assessment formatively, according to Wiliam (2002) formative assessment takes place constantly throughout a lesson in order to monitor pupils learning and progression. 
The research will explore teacher and learner’s perceptions of AfL, focusing on pupil engagement with peer-assessment. The rationale for choosing pupil engagement with peer-assessment is reflecting on professional teaching experiences.

The research will take place in a Year 5/6 class that the researcher is familiar with. Six mixed ability pupils will be interviewed, according to Austin (2016) interviews are engaging and interactive and therefore beneficial to use in a research study. The same six pupils will take part in the questionnaire, pupils were chosen to take part in the questionnaire because Bell (2007, discussed in Austin, 2016) suggests that questionnaires can be carried out with pupils from a young age, but they need to be worded appropriately. However, Bell also recognises that children may be affected by the content of questions and physical setting, therefore, when performing the research, it is important to consider this, and inform pupils that that they can withdraw from the activity at any time (BERA, 2018).

Wiliam (2004) suggests that AfL can “double the rate of learning” (quoted in Donaldson, 2015, p.68). Therefore, it is important that AfL is being used correctly within schools to progress pupils learning and develop better quality thinking (Welsh Assembly Government, 2010).
According to Welsh Assembly Government (2010), AfL should be used to develop pupils’ understanding, it is essential that AfL techniques are used as a whole school approach so that pupils build upon their ability to use AfL techniques successfully. AfL enables learners to make improvements relevant to their learning needs, highlighting their strengths and weaknesses (Earl, 2013).
According to Earl (2013) AfL allows teachers to become more aware of pupil’s knowledge and understanding and can direct the learning to meet the learners needs. Donaldson (2015) supports this by suggesting that AfL allows teachers to monitor pupil’s achievements during every lesson, providing them with instant feedback to progress their learning. However, to ensure that AfL is effective teachers need to guarantee that the learner is aware of their aims and understands the feedback provided (Jones, 2005).

Peer-assessment involves pupils assessing their peers work to progress their learning, (Donaldson, 2015). Topping (2009) suggests that peer-assessment enables pupils to identify the quality of work of other learners. Peer-assessment involves learners working together and assisting each other in order to identify their strengths and weaknesses, it provides pupils with immediate feedback and when used correctly it has a larger impact than feedback from the teacher (Topping, 2009). Although, it is argued that it can be ineffective for the lower ability pupils in the class as they are often challenged with providing the correct feedback and understanding the feedback that has been provided (Jones,2005).

According to Hattie (quoted in Donaldson,2015, p.70) “feedback from peers is particularly powerful”. This is supported by Wiliam (2004) who suggests that peer-assessment allows students to accept criticism from peers. Students also converse in a language that is suitable for them to understand and this deepens their understanding by the student taking on the role of the teacher (Wiliam, 2004). However, Didau (2014) suggests that often peer-assessment involves poor quality feedback being communicated, therefore it is essential that pupils are involved in creating and understanding the success criteria to provide relevant feedback (Welsh Assembly Government, 2010).

The research will take place in an English Medium Community School in South Wales with 589 pupils currently attending. The study will be undertaken in a Year 5/6 class, there are twenty-eight mixed ability pupils in the class made up of sixteen Year 6 pupils and twelve Year 5 pupils. A group of six mixed ability learners will be asked to participate in the observations and interviews, involving two boys and two girls from each ability group, this will provide valuable data that can be analysed and used to support the focus for this assignment. The whole class and the class teacher will be asked to participate in the questionnaire. By including both genders in the study it will show if there is a difference in engagement with peer-assessment between genders. In an Estyn report (2008) it is stated that to help increase boy’s engagement they need to be told their learning goals and prompt feedback needs to be given to them.

The chosen research tools used for this research study are observation, questionnaires and interviews. A range of research tools will be used to gather a wider range of data and viewpoints from the pupils and the teacher. Interviews and questionnaires will be used in the study because according to Austin (2016, p.73) “one of the easiest and most straightforward ways to find out what you want to know is to ask your participants questions”. As the main focus of the research is pupils’ engagement with peer-assessment it is essential that pupils’ views are recognised to enhance the relevance of the research. During the interviews and observations it is important that pupils’ views and experiences of peer-assessment are focused on throughout and the participants are seen as “social actors” in the research study (Qvortrup et al. ,1994, p.2 cited in Clark 2005), this is known as the mosaic approach to ensure the voice of the child is included when researching with children (Clarke, 2005).

During the research study observation was used as a research tool because “it does not rely on what people say they do” (Denscome, 2010, p.196). During this study observation allowed a better understanding of pupil’s engagement with peer-assessment within a natural context instead of mainly listening to their views. This is supported by Cohen et al. (2018) who discuss that observational data is effective because it allows the researcher to gather ‘live’ data, gathering information that participants may not want to admit to or discuss, it is unpredictable what will happen during an observation. 

The presence of an observer can affect the behaviour of the pupils and their performance, this is known as the Hawthorne effect (Cohen et al.,2018). The researcher taught these pupils previously so will be familiar with the participants which should minimise the observer effect on the pupils, this is supported by NSW Government (2019) who suggest the more familiar the pupils are with the observer the more natural the process of observation becomes. Pupils engagement with peer-assessment and the quality of feedback between pupils was observed during the research study. Pupils were aware that the researcher was a non-participant observer and therefore unable to help them with their work as the main focus was their research study (Cohen et al.,2018). A group of six mixed ability learners were observed throughout the lesson, this sample size was chosen to gather qualitative data which is effective to use with a smaller sample size (Cohen et al. ,2018). 

Semi-structured observation was used to provide guidance of what was going to be observed during the lesson and the pupils who were going to be focused on during the observation. A barrier that the researcher faced during the observation was to effectively observe the whole sample size, in the future it would be recommended to use a smaller sample size for observation to ensure the best quality observation takes place. Borg and Gall (1979, discussed in Cohen et al, 2018) support this by suggesting that sample sizes should start off small and build up if needed, rather than starting with a large sample size. When the research was taking place, it was noticed that a limitation to semi-structured observation is that there is a reduced focus and increased data analysis time when observation is not structured (NSW, 2019).

An observation schedule was used during the research day (see appendix 1), to ensure the researcher was aware of what they were focusing on during observation. The observation schedule also included the leuven scale, this monitored pupil’s wellbeing and involvement in the activity by scoring pupils from one to five, the leuven scale is a successful tool to measure pupil’s engagement in the activity while considering their wellbeing. Wellbeing and involvement are the main components of ensuring progression in learning (Mukherji, 2015).

The observation schedule that the researcher created focused on collecting qualitative data. Qualitative data is seen as the connection between the data that researchers record and what occurs in the natural setting (Bogdan and Biklen,1992, in Cohen et al. 2018). Although, Gibbs (2018) recognises that qualitative data that has been observed can often become too varied and difficult to analyse effectively, therefore it was effective to use an observation schedule to minimise the risk of this occurring in the research (see appendix 1a).
Dewey (1938, p.68) states that, “Observation alone is not enough. We have to understand the significance of what we see, hear, and touch”, this is supported by The National Quality Standard (2012) who suggest that it is important that educators act upon what they observe in order to improve children’s understanding and learning.
A questionnaire was created for the Year 5/6 class teacher to complete (see appendix 2) and a separate questionnaire was also designed for the whole Year 5/6 class to complete (see appendix 3). Two questionnaires were created as part of the study to explore how effective the class teacher thinks peer-assessment is and pupils’ perceptions and experiences of peer-assessment.

The questionnaires in the study collected qualitive and quantitative data, this provided the research with mixed methods data. According to Punch (2014) combining the two methods of data allows their strengths to be effective and each methods weakness to be minimised by the other method. This allowed a variety of aspects of peer-assessment to be focussed on. However, a limitation associated with mixed method collection of data is that it can be hard to analyse and link to the research if the questions are not relevant to the research (Punch, 2014).

Denscombe (2010) recognises that cost can be a limitation of using questionnaires, however in this study pupils scanned a QR code using an iPad to access the questionnaire. Internet questionnaires offer the opportunity to analyse the data collected in a more efficient manner, however it is recognised that some people are challenged with using technology and online questionnaires may not have the same effect as intended (Denscombe, 2010).

According to Denscombe (2010) questions in the questionnaire must be relevant to the research, this involves planning prior to the questionnaire being distributed to ensure that the questions asked are effective and have an impact on the research. A structured questionnaire was used during this research which included questions which are concise and gave the researcher a better understanding of pupil’s engagement with peer-assessment.

The same six pupils were interviewed that were focused on for the observations, the researcher decided to do this to ensure consistency in the data collected. “The aim of interviewing is to invite children to present their own perspectives, rather than from the perspectives of the adults making interpretations on their behalf” (Eder & Fingerson, 2001, cited in Danby et al, 2011), therefore the researcher ensured the pupils were given thinking time before responding. The main focus during the interviews were pupils’ thoughts, feelings and experiences regarding peer-assessment.

The interviews provided qualitative data, according to Gibbs (2018) text is a successful way to collect qualitative data which was used during this study. In this study semi-structured interviews were used, according to Thomas (2017) semi-structured interviews are effective because they allow the researcher to have focus on questions that link to the research but allow freedom to discuss other findings. Though, Austin (2016) notices that a limitation to interviews is that it is possible to collect too much data, it is more beneficial to gather quality data rather than large amounts of poor-quality data. Although, this was not an issue during this research project as an interview schedule was used to minimise this occurring (Thomas, 2017).

The interview questions were worded correctly and age appropriate to the participants (see appendix 4), this ensured that the responses from the pupils provided quality information which related to the research (Kumar,2014). A barrier that the researcher faced when asking the participants the interview questions was that the currently lower ability pupils in the sample were challenged with linking to personal experience (see appendix 4a). However, Clarke (1999) recognises that some pupils will feel challenged with the interview process and give responses which are untruthful in order to please the researcher, it is important to consider this when analysing the data.

According to Sharp (2012) interviews are an effective research tool because they provide you with rich data which can analysed effectivity. However, talk can be difficult to analyse, it is important to be mindful that what pupils say may not be what they mean (Sharp, 2012). In order to minimise this occurring, the pupils were given the opportunity to explain themselves and give reasons for their answers, this worked effectivity and minimised the risk of rushing their responses.

According to Alderson et al. (2011, p.3) “research ethics is concerned with respecting research participants”, the wellbeing of the participants of the research was a priority and monitored throughout the study ensuring that the pupils were “regularly experiencing positive emotions” (Bethune, 2018, p.2).
During the research day assent was gained from the pupils before they engaged with the research, due to the age of the participants there is a limitation that they may not understand what they are agreeing to participate in so “researchers should also seek the collaboration and approval of those responsible for such participants” (BERA ,2018,p.15), therefore consent was gained from the class teacher. According to Blackburn (2015, p.46) “A child’s acceptance of the researcher within the setting can be taken as assent to participate in the research”. However, some researchers feel that participants may be too scared or confused to refuse to participate so the researcher ensured that the participants were made aware that they have the right to withdraw at any time during the research (BERA, 2018). Pupils were informed that their data will be kept anonymous and the researcher used code when referring to the information that pupils provided. According to Thomas (2017) it is important that information provided by participants is kept confidential, therefore the research findings will be destroyed after the data has been analysed. Throughout the research the Education Workforce Council Code of Professional Conduct (2015) was adhered to in order to ensure the highest standard of safeguarding for the participants involved in the study, therefore an ethics form was completed to show how these requirements were met (see appendix 5).
In this section the findings of the research data will be discussed focusing on the three research methods.

A common theme that came from the data collected was that the feedback provided is not always relevant and some pupils are challenged with understanding the feedback received by a peer. For example, the class teacher suggested that “At times peer assessment can be difficult especially if the child who is doing it doesn't understand what their peer has written or even how to assess properly” (see appendix 2a). However, in the questionnaire that the pupils completed the majority of participants thought that their peers’ feedback was useful (see appendix 3a). Although, it is important to consider that some pupils may have responded to please the researcher (Austin, 2016).

A popular theme which came from analysing the data was that pupils and the class teacher prefer to engage with self-assessment rather than peer-assessment. The Welsh Government (2010) recognise that self-assessment requires a lot more training to master the skill than peer-assessment and often the lower attaining pupils are challenged with self-assessment. Effective peer-assessment needs to take place before developing self-assessment skills. Interestingly the findings from the interviews with the pupils showed that every pupil in the study would prefer feedback from the class teacher as opposed to from a peer. However, Hattie (2012) recognises that a limitation of teachers providing pupils with feedback is that it can be challenging for the pupils to understand. 

The findings from the research data was mixed relating to pupil’s views of the effectiveness of peer-assessment, the majority of pupils recognised that the feedback received from peers was helpful and enabled them to improve their work. On the other hand, in the interview Pupil A expressed that “When my own expectations of my work are low and then I get told to improve my work by a friend it makes me feel sad”, this is supported by Layard (2007, discussed in Guldberg, 2009) comparing yourself to other people often leads to being less satisfied with yourself, it is important that pupils are aware of their own goals and when peer-assessing.

During the study, observation was the least effective research tool due to the sample size being too large and the layout of the classroom meaning that it was difficult to observe the whole sample successfully. Clarke (1999) suggests that observational data can be unreliable, this links to the data collected. It would have been beneficial to observe more than one lesson, this would have given the research more valued, reliable data. A benefit of using observation in the research is it provided the study with ‘live data’ Cohen et al. (2018), allowing the researcher to assess how effective using peer-assessment in the classroom is and pupil’s engagement with peer-assessment.

The questionnaires were completed in silence, this ensured that participants were not influenced by their peers’ responses and therefore the data collected was a true representation of the participants experiences of peer-assessment. A limitation of completing a questionnaire during a research day is that not all of the pupils were present to engage with the questionnaire. Sample sizes which are too small can easily distort the data (Morrison 1993, in Cohen et al.,2018), if the research took place again then it is certain that the data collected would differ.

The interviews provided “high quality data” (Austin,2016, p.75) which allowed pupils to express their concerns and understanding (Brooker,2001 discussed in Danby et al, 2011). However, pupils may respond to the questions asked to please the researcher who they are familiar with (Austin, 2016). According to Danby et al. (2011) it is effective to video record interviews to be able to analyse the data effectively, by doing this in the research study it would have improved the validity of the data and ensured that the researcher did not emphasise points made by the pupils when scribing (Sharp,2012).
 
The aim of this research study was to develop the researchers understanding of teacher and learner perceptions of AfL, the main focus for this assignment was pupil’s engagement with peer-assessment. In order to conduct the research, the researcher adhered to the four research dispositions (Orchard et al.,2015) which are to maintain sceptical throughout, this was ensured by considering the implications that may occur during the research and minimising the risk of them occurring. To become a skilled researcher, this was met by conducting research prior to the research day and evaluating the research process and the data collected. The researcher remained ethical throughout the research, this was ensured by creating an Ethics Form and following BERA guidelines (2018) and gaining permission from the Head Teacher before performing the research (see appendix 6). Lastly, it was important to show capability of becoming part of an inquiring profession, this was ensured by remaining professional during the research day and adapting to learning new skills. The four purposes of the curriculum (Donaldson, 2015) were met to develop personal professional knowledge and practice.

AfL can “double the rate of learning” (Wiliam quoted in Donaldson,2015, p.68) and it is suggested that it is used wherever possible to develop pupils understanding and for the teacher to gain a better knowledge of what the pupils know and how to progress their learning (Welsh Government, 2010). Peer-assessment allows pupils to use a suitable language and understanding to improve their work (Wiliam, 2004). However, after conducting research the data collected shows that peer-assessment is not always effective, this is suggested from the class teacher’s response to the questionnaire which suggests that peer-assessment does not always develop learning and can be challenging for lower ability pupils. However, it is important to consider that this is a small sample who suggest that peer-assessment can be unreliable. The researcher found that for peer-assessment to be performed successfully support needs to be given to lower attaining pupils. The researcher has also learnt that pupils preferred receiving feedback from the teacher so it is important that peer-assessment is not used too often within the classroom, however this can vary from different pupils, so it is essential to adapt feedback strategies to specific classes.

The data collected from the research showed that the feedback provided from peers during peer-assessment is not always relevant and used to improve work in the future, this is interesting because it shows that pupils do not value the feedback received from their peers and the majority of pupils in the study admitted that they prefer receiving feedback from their teacher as they find it more reliable. However, the data collected also shows that pupils always give honest feedback to their peers to help them improve, although it is questionable if this feedback is relevant.

The most effective research tool used in this study was interviews, this is because they allowed learners to present their understanding and perspectives on peer-assessment (Eder & Fingerson, 2001, in Danby et al, 2011), this enabled the data collected to be valuable and relevant to the research. The least effective research tool was observation because the sample size was too large which then led to unreliable data being collected which impacted the validity of the data (Clarke,1999).
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