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Lauren Sheppard
Can peer assessment help to raise the standard of pupils’ written work in Religion Education?

Introduction

I completed my research investigation on ‘Assessment for Learning’ (AfL). Within this area, I compiled a study on peer assessment and whether it has an impact on pupils’ learning. Peer-assessment can be defined as an opportunity for learners to consider and identify the level, value or quality of a product of other equal-status learners. The purpose of peer-assessment is to encourage learners to help each other recognize their strengths and weaknesses, target areas for action and develop a better product (Topping, 2010). It has been disputed within contemporary education as to whether peer-assessment has a positive impact on pupil development and progression – this is because there are both benefits and limitations to implementing peer-assessment. Some educators argue that learners can make sufficient progress when they are actively involved in the assessment process, whereas others argue that peer-assessment does not have a positive impact and that it could even potentially damage the confidence and self-esteem of learners. I chose to focus on peer-assessment for my study because during my first teaching practice, I implemented peer-assessment into several lessons but I did not consider how much of an impact this form of assessment was having on the pupils’ learning and development. Therefore, my prime objective for this study was to evaluate whether it is important to implement peer-assessment into lessons or if the limitations of peer-assessment outweigh the benefits. Throughout this assignment, I will use both literature and data that I have collected to assess whether peer-assessment can help to raise the standard of pupils’ written work in Religion Education. I will examine whether pupils perform better and put more effort into their work when they know that their work is being assessed by a fellow pupil as opposed to the class teacher. At the end of this assignment, I will use my findings to conclude whether it is significant for educators to use peer-assessment in the classroom. 
   I conducted my research investigation at school X, which is an 11-18, English medium, mixed comprehensive school. The pupils at the school encompass a wide range of abilities. The school’s aims are clearly focused on promoting a sense of self-respect, developing individual potential and preparing students for adult life. The school has several priorities including improving the quality of teaching and learning and developing pupils’ key skills through a broad and balanced curriculum (School X, 2018). School X has a banding system in place, meaning that the learners in Key Stage 3 are divided into ‘North’ and ‘South’ bands, with North being the more able based on achievement. I conducted my research with a year seven North-band class (7NH). This class were chosen for my data collection simply based on a convenience sample since I teach this class four times a fortnight, making the data collection more accessible. There are twenty-eight pupils in the class, fifteen boys and thirteen girls. Five pupils are eligible for free school meals (eFSM).  
Literature Review
Assessment is a significant component within education in order to check the learners’ understanding and progress. Formative assessment is considered essential in the classroom and its development can raise the standards of achievement. There is a mass of literature about the importance of peer-assessment. Applying peer-assessment – as a form of AfL in the classroom – can be one strategy to improve the standard of pupils’ written work. Rekieh (2017) suggests that if teachers are looking for increased performance in writing, then less emphasis should be placed on the outcome and more attention should be paid to the process of how it is delivered and how the work is assessed. The use of peer-assessment can be uniquely valuable for many reasons – one view is that it has been found to improve the motivation of students to work more carefully. Hardie and Day (2012) claim that peer-assessment helps to raise student performance because learners work harder with the knowledge that their work is being assessed by their peers. This view is supported by other researchers, who uphold that the knowledge that one is to be assessed by their peers, encourages students to put additional effort into their work (Walker, 2001). According to Black et al (1990), students take pride in clear and well-presented work, when they know that one of their peers may be asked to mark. This is a hypothesis that I would like to examine during my research – I aim to assess whether learners put more effort into their work when they are aware that it will be peer-assessed. To attempt to answer this research question, when explaining the study to the pupils, I made it clear that they would be given two questions (of equal difficulty) to answer. I explained that I would mark the first question and their peers would mark the second question. I will compare the results of both questions and evaluate whether the students put more effort into the peer-assessed work or the teacher-assessed work. This will help me answer my research question on whether peer-assessment helps to raise the standard of pupils’ written work in Religious Education. 
   A second reason that peer-assessment is believed to raise the standard of pupils’ written work is because one of the most significant sources of answers to pupils’ pervading question ‘how well am I doing?’ is by comparing their work with others in the classroom. It has been suggested that learners are encouraged to better themselves and perform better when they are confronted with high quality work produced by a fellow pupil. Furthermore, through peer-assessment, pupils can develop an understanding of what good quality work looks like and this can lead them to evaluate how they can improve their own work. Pupils are extra-motivated to perform well when they know that others are doing well and that another pupil will be looking at their work. It has been argued that students are more anxious when their peers are responsible for assessing their work as opposed to their teacher. Even though students consider feedback from their teacher to be more authoritative, they are more influenced by their peers’ comments (Race. Brown and Smith, 2005). 
   In education, nothing affects pupils more than assessment. However, they often claim that they are ‘in the dark’ about what goes on in the minds of their assessors. Involving students in peer-assessment can let them into the assessment process. This is perhaps one of the most significant benefits of using peer-assessment in that it actively involves students in the learning process. This is a prospect that is hugely advocated in contemporary education (Race, Brown and Smith, 2005), in order to develop pupils into ambitious and capable learners in preparation for their adult life (Donaldson, 2015). Peer-assessment can promote a sense of ownership and responsibility. It can also engage students more in work that could otherwise become a boring and mundane exercise (Topping, 2009). This can be greatly valuable, particularly in Religious Education (R.E) lessons, as some students do not have a positive view on the subject, so it can be difficult when asking them to complete written work. Implementing peer-assessment into the lesson could engage the students and contribute towards creating a positive learning environment. Perhaps the heightened responsibility awarded to students, along with a shift from the traditional assessment process, may improve students’ negative perceptions towards written work (Rekieh, 2017). Furthermore, acquiring a sense of ownership in the assessment process can improve pupils’ motivation to learn and do well and this can help to improve the standard of their work (Freeman and Lewis, 2016). As Benjamin Franklin said: ‘Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I remember. Involve me and I learn’ (Featherstone, p. 140).
   In addition, the learning of students can be enriched by marking their peers work. Students can learn from adopting the role of teachers and examining the work of others – many pupils will also enjoy doing this (just like many pupils enjoy being active participants in the learning process) (Topping, 2010). Black et al (1990) claim that peer-assessment is an extremely worthwhile experience. Learners being actively involved in the learning process is linked to the theory of constructivism proposed by psychologist Jean Piaget. Implementing peer-assessment is building on a constructivist classroom. In a constructivist classroom, the role of the teacher is to scaffold the pupil’s learning and to provide appropriate learning experiences and opportunities so that pupils can actively create understanding themselves (Bryan, 2016). This is linked to Topping’s view (2010), in which he explains that learners can understand the subject better and more deeply when they are responsible for assessing their peers’ work on the same subject. Pupils are provided with new learning experiences and opportunities when they take part in the assessment process. Peer-assessment shifts the role of assessor from the teacher to the pupil. The teachers’ role is to scaffold the process by providing the relevant scaffolding materials and guidance for the peer-assessment. Developing on this, psychologist Lev Vygotsky, highlighted in his theory on social constructivism how students learn through their interaction with others, i.e. pupils learn from each other (Burton, 2013). Today, many educators urge for pupils to be involved in the assessment process in order to facilitate student-centered learning and to increase social interaction between learners (Frankland, 2007). The importance of allowing students to voice their thoughts has been widely recognised in contemporary education. Article 12 of the Rights of the Child states that all children have the right to voice their opinion (UNICEF, 2018). Researchers also argue that giving students a voice in the assessment process can support learning at different levels; for example, encouraging pupil voice in the process of learning directly empowers their learning (Freeman and Lewis, 2016). 
   Finally, peer-assessment can improve the performance of student’s written work because by participating in peer-assessment, students are more likely to develop a better understanding of what is looked for in their work, as they become familiar with the criteria when they have to apply them and use them to assess their peers work (Freeman and Lewis, 2016). Accordingly, the more peer-assessment pupils do the better that understanding will become and they will be more able to evaluate their own work because of it. In a research study conducted by Cho (2007), pupils were questioned on what they like about peer-assessment. Many pupils commented that they liked how peer-assessment enabled them to know more about how their work is assessed, and therefore helps them to improve the standard of their own work. It has been suggested that peer-assessment encourages deep learning rather than surface learning, and this can help to raise the standard of pupils written work. 
   Even though there is clear evidence to demonstrate that peer-assessment can be a useful strategy to implement in the classroom to encourage learners to work harder, Gravells (2016) argues that peer-assessment must be organised and managed carefully as there are many limitations that accompany using this form of assessment. One concern is the reliability and validity of peer-assessment results. Over 70% of research findings on the reliability and validity of peer-assessment find it to be adequate. However, the problem with this statistic is that the majority of these studies focus on higher education, meaning the participants are significantly older than the participants used in my research study. Therefore, these findings do not provide an accurate insight on the reliability of peer-assessment results completed by Key Stage 3 pupils. Teachers are advised to return to the peer-assessments and mark the work themselves before returning the grades to students in order to check accuracy, but it has been argued that this takes up too much of the teacher’s time and makes their workload heavier (Topping, 2009). It could be questioned: ‘Wouldn’t it be easier for the teacher to mark the work themselves in the first place if they need to mark the work after the peer-assessment anyway?’ However, in contrast, Topping (2010) argues that peer-assessment tends to be at least as high, and often higher in terms of reliability and validity in comparison to teacher assessment (which he says tends not to be high). He claims that a peer-assessor with less skill at assessment, but more time in which to do it can produce equally reliable and valid feedback as a teacher. 
   After reading about the issue of validity and reliability, I chose to create a scaffolding method to improve the accuracy of the results. Good organisation of peer-assessment is considered paramount so that the process runs smoothly and effectively. When implemented effectively, scaffolded peer-assessment with explicit success criteria can be a successful strategy to enhance learning and improve the quality of pupils work. It has been suggested that peer-assessment is more reliable when supported by checklists so that the students know how to mark their peers work (Topping, 2009). Taking this into consideration, I thoroughly planned the peer-assessment and I spent much time organising the success criteria for the pupils to help them answer the questions so that they knew what needed to be included in their work (see appendix A). The students were aware of what would be looked for in their work and how they could achieve full marks. According to Black et al (1990), giving pupils’ success criteria to follow for an assessment can be helpful because seeing the boundaries of what needs to be included in their work can help them to raise their performance. Furthermore, I also designed a marking sheet (i.e. a tick-box sheet), so that when the pupils had to assess their peers work, they knew exactly what they were looking for in their answer and they knew how many marks they could award for the different points made by their peer (see appendix B). I hoped that this would make the peer-assessment straightforward and avoid making it complicated for pupils. From reading various literatures, I learnt that this is significant to organise when implementing peer-assessment, as learners require the guidance to help them peer-assess successfully.  
   A further limitation of peer-assessment is that many students report a low level of comfort and confidence in their ability to accurately assess their peers’ work. Opposing one of the benefits that peer-assessment engages pupils, it has been argued that peer-assessment may not make students engage more actively in learning because they may be put off by the idea of assessment by their peers. They may not trust and feel confident about their own judgment, but also their peers’ judgment (Frankland, 2007). According to a report on peer-assessment, many students are resistant to the process of peer-assessing mainly due to a lack of confidence in the ability of their peers to award fair and unbiased marks. They worry that their peers do not acquire the adequate experience to judge and authentically assess their work (Cho, 2007). I hoped that providing the success criteria and marking sheet would help to combat this limitation. By providing the students with the structured marking sheet of what needed to be included in their peer’s work, I hoped this would increase their confidence in marking their peers work, as they would know how it needed to be marked, but also increase their peers’ confidence in the ability of their peers to mark their work fairly. I anticipated that this would improve the accuracy of the peer-assessment results.  
   Another issue that I had to consider when planning the peer-assessment was that some pupils become embarrassed when their peers are responsible for assessing their work. For some pupils, peer-assessment can be the most worrying aspect of AfL; it is one thing to have their teacher look at their work and they do not mind being asked to assess their own work, but to expose their work to their peers is a different matter altogether and can be distressing for some pupils (Bentham and Hutchins, 2012). This can have a negative impact on pupil’s work and learning. There is also the worry of bias. Peer-assessment can be partly determined by friendship bonds, enmity or other power processes such as the popularity of individuals. Many cases of peer-assessment show strong peer support driving such situations where students award each other the same high marks, i.e. ‘if you scratch my back I’ll scratch yours’ situation (Frankland, 2007). It has been suggested that peer-assessment is the most useful when pupils do not mark their closest friends work (Topping, 2009). However, teachers must be careful when deciding who will be marking whose work as some reports on peer-assessment have highlighted how students have misused their power by under-marking their peers in order to give themselves an advantage or to avoid competition (Frankland, 2007). For this reason, Gravells (2016) urges educators to manage peer-assessment carefully, as there may be situations where learners do not get along and so use this opportunity to demoralise each other. Furthermore, when peer-assessing, some pupils worry about appearing unfriendly to their friends if they award a lower grade. Assessors can experience anxiety when marking their peers’ work, especially if the work is of a lower standard and requires constructive criticism. With this being said, for my research, to avoid embarrassment, bias and confidence issues, I chose to anonymise the peer-assessment. I gave pupils a number to put on their work instead of their names so that when the papers were peer-assessed, no pupil knew whose work they were marking (see appendix C). For example, a pupil could have been marking their best friends work, but they would have been unbeknownst because there were no names on the papers, only numbers (only myself and the student knew which number they were). I hoped that this strategy would encourage the students to mark honestly and prevent learners from worrying about appearing ‘unfriendly’ if they had to award a lower grade (the peer assessor did not leave their name on the work either). According to Gravells (2016), anonymous opinions encourage impartial opinions, as learners do not feel like they are betraying their peers this way. Pupils tend to be more truthful when the feedback is anonymous. Furthermore, I also anticipated that this method would prevent any bias, as no pupils knew whose work they were assessing. 
   Overall, peer-assessment has proven to work in many areas. It has been successfully embedded in primary schools, secondary schools and further education, in which learners encompass a range of learning abilities (Topping, 2009). Peer-assessment has been recognised as uniquely valuable by the Welsh Assembly Government (2010). One important benefit of peer-assessment is that it enables students to develop life-long, transferable skills. Students can learn collaborative skills by working together and they can develop interpersonal skills such as providing feedback to others (Freeman and Lewis, 2016). In some cases, peer-assessment has increased self-confidence and empathy with others. It also develops social and communication skills (Topping, 2009). Learners develop these skills without being aware of the learning that is taking place (Topping, 2010). The development of these important life skills is significant as Donaldson (2018) recently highlighted that pupils should not only develop subject knowledge from lessons, they should also develop skills that will help them throughout their future life. However, yet again, peer-assessment must be organised well for these skills to be developed. The class teacher needs to guide the pupils through the process. The teacher is known as the ‘more competent other’ who is there to support the pupils in assessing each other’s work. This, again, is based on a theory by Vygotsky. Vygotsky claims that peer-assessment requires support and scaffolding from a more competent other (i.e. the teacher). The teacher must necessitate the management of activities to be within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) of both parties in order to avoid damaging excess of challenge (Topping, 2010)
. In my study, students were placed in the ZPD when they were encouraged to assess each other’s extended written work instead of just ticking basic work like other peer-assessments they have participated in (e.g. true or false work). To support them, I provided the pupils with the appropriate scaffolding (as Vygotsky recommends) by giving them success criteria to answer the question and a marking tick-box sheet to help them assess their peers’ work 
School Policy

   School X is extremely enthusiastic about using peer-assessment and they are keen to implement this form of assessment in the classroom on a regular basis. In the schools assessment policy, it states ‘pupils should be given the opportunity where appropriate to be involved in peer-assessment tasks’. Peer-assessment is included in the Religious Studies scheme of work for all years (i.e. 7 – 13). Pupils begin to peer-assess in year seven and when they reach year nine (GCSE), they are responsible for more in-depth peer-assessments such as marking their peer’s exam style practice questions. At GCSE, pupils are sometimes expected to use the level descriptors to level each other’s work. On other occasions, they peer-assess using ‘two stars and a wish’. Following the peer-assessment, students occasionally re-draft their work acting on the feedback given by their fellow students.
   A significant point is that the scheme of work states that pupils should be given guidance when peer-assessing and they should have the assessment broken down for them in stages. This links to literature, which explains that pupils require guidance and need training in order to peer-assess well (Topping, 2009). Furthermore, the scheme of work highlights that pupils should be given success criteria to help them complete the peer-assessed task and they should be provided with a pupil-friendly mark scheme to assess the work. I took both of these recommendations on board when planning the peer-assessment, as I provided the success criteria to help the learners answer the two questions and I designed the mark scheme to be in language that the pupils were able to understand. However, one difference between school X’s peer-assessment policy and the way I designed the peer-assessment is that usually when peer-assessing, pupils are aware of who has assessed their work. This is something that I did different to the school for the reasons outlined previously, i.e. I anonymised the peer-assessment to avoid embarrassment and to overcome bias and confidence issues. 

Methods

   To investigate my research question, I used a number of research methods. Using a variety of research methods is known as the ‘triangulation of data’. Data triangulation refers to the process of using at least three methods to collect data and inform decision-making. This helps to strengthen the research because the data has increased validity when more than one research method is used (Hays, 2014). Expanding on this, to further validate my research, I used mixed-methods research (MMR). MMR focuses on collecting, analysing and mixing both quantitative and qualitative data in a single study. I chose to do this as the use of quantitative and qualitative data in combination should provide a better understanding and answer to my research question than either approach on its own (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).  

   With that being said, I adopted four research methods to conduct my study. Firstly, I used pre and post-testing. Pre and post-testing is a method that can be used to assess the impact than an educational intervention has had on student learning (Mertens, 2005). For my investigation, pupils were given a question to answer in the first lesson, in which I explained to them that I was going to be marking their answer. In the following lesson, pupils were given a second question of the same difficulty to answer, but this time I explained to them that their peers were going to be marking their answer. This has enabled me to compare the results of both questions, to assess whether peer-assessment encourages pupils to work harder and consequently helps them to raise the standard of their written work. This has been a significant research method to help me investigate one of my research questions about whether pupils work harder when they know that their peers are assessing their work. However, there are some limitations to using pre and post-testing. As Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) highlight, experiments often suffer from the problem of only having two points for measurement: the pre-test and the post-test. This is one issue that I did experience with pre and post-testing. For example, as the pre and post-test only took place over two lessons, some pupils were absent for either the pre-test or the post-test. This could have invalidated my research findings; however, I had a strategy put in place to overcome this potential barrier. I planned that if this were to occur, then the pupil would still participate in the lesson’s activities, but their data would be disregarded from my research investigation. Therefore, if a pupil was absent for the first lesson when I was marking the work, but present for the second lesson when their peers were marking the work, they would still participate in the lesson and have their work assessed by their peer, but their peer-assessed work would not be used for any analysis as this would make my data invalid because I would not have a teacher-assessed piece of work to compare their peer-assessed work with. Furthermore, Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) also emphasise that it is essential for researchers to plan the timing of the pre-test and post-test appropriately. In accordance with this, I ensured that neither the pre-test or the post-test were scheduled to be on a day when pupils were likely to be removed from lessons for various activities such as sporting events, Eisteddfod practice, student interventions etc. 

   The second method that I used to collect the data for my research investigation was collecting pupil evaluation forms. After the post-test, pupils were given an evaluation form, which was in the form of an exit-ticket and included as part of the plenary. On the evaluation form, pupils were able to provide a response on what they like and dislike about peer assessment and who they prefer marking their work – their teacher or their peers (see appendix D). This research method has enabled me to compare the results with how the pupils performed in the written task, and evaluate whether pupils worked harder when they knew that their peer was assessing their work, or whether this was hindrance and they did not try as hard because a peer was assessing their work, as opposed to their teacher. I chose to collect comments from pupils because when reading various literatures, it became evident that it is significant in contemporary education to allow the students to voice their views on the various interventions employed within the classroom. According to Hopkins (2014), pupils’ comments are an excellent way of obtaining honest feedback, which can result in improving the quality of the class and teaching (one of school X’s priorities). It is important to gather feedback from the learners’ perspectives. For example, student feedback on the intervention employed can help to identify any problems or issues that they have with peer-assessment. It is vital to consider the effect this type of assessment has on pupils. Listening to the feedback of students can contribute to making significant improvements to the classroom dynamic and learning environment (Bell and Aldridge, 2014). However, there is a possible risk that comes with using pupil evaluation forms as a research method. The risk is that some pupils can experience anxiety when they are asked to be honest about their views and some students may be inhibited when discussing their feelings with the teacher (Hopkins, 2014). For example, some students may worry about writing negative comments on their evaluation form as they are aware that their teacher will be reading the comments. To attempt to overcome this issue, I made it clear to the students that they were permitted to be open and honest about the use of peer-assessment in their evaluation form (within appropriate boundaries). I explained that there would not be consequences if they said they dislike peer-assessment, as long as the reasoning was sensible. I believe that this helped in encouraging the pupils to express an honest response on the use of peer-assessment, as it appears that the pupils have provided truthful and justified responses on their evaluation forms. 
   Another research method I have used is self-evaluations. Evaluating the lessons myself has provided me with the opportunity to reflect on both lessons and assess the impact that the peer-assessment had on the pupils’ learning and the standard of their work. I chose to use this research method since evaluation is the role of the teacher – it has been suggested that it is the classroom teacher who can best sense the dynamic and learning that has occurred (Kremer-Hayon, 1993). Reflecting on the intervention has enabled me to evaluate whether I believe the peer-assessment process was effective, whether the peer-assessment encouraged pupils to work harder and whether it was successful in raising the standard of pupils written work. This research method has been important for my research – self-evaluation and reflection is significant for teachers because it enables them to review the nature and effectiveness of their own practice, and therefore they can continue to develop their own practice through the use of reflection (Kremer-Hayon, 1993), which I have already done since completing my intervention. It is considered greatly valuable for teachers to be the researchers in the classroom because it allows them to explore and analyse their own practice. This type of research is considered to be more meaningful and relevant to classroom practice than that which is conducted by outside researchers and academics (Mallick and Verma, 1999). 

   With that said, I am aware that sometimes self-evaluations can be subject to bias (Marzano and Toth, 2013). For example, I could be blind to faults that occurred during the intervention because I wanted the intervention to be a success. Due to this reason, it is important to include an outside and impartial view on the research. Therefore, I have collected some comments made by my professional teaching experience mentor. My mentor has provided some feedback on the intervention and has assessed how well I implemented the peer-assessment. As can be seen, I have four points of data collection. I used four research methods to strengthen and validate my research. 

Ethics    
   However, before conducting any research, I had to ensure that the correct procedures and ethical considerations were in place. To do so, I conducted my study in accordance with the British Educational Research Association’s (BERA’s) ethical guidelines. BERA’s ethical guidelines for educational research (2011) state that ‘researchers should operate and conduct research within an ethic of respect for any persons involved in the research they are undertaking’. Individuals should be treated fairly, sensitively, with dignity and within an ethic of respect and freedom from prejudice. I ensured that the pupils consented to participating in the study before collecting any data. Pupils were given the choice to participate in the research and they completed a consent form to demonstrate whether they consented to having their data collected or not (see appendix E). The principle of informed consent arises from the right to freedom and self-determination (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). 
   BERA’s ethical guidelines (2011) also emphasise the importance of participants understanding the process they are participating in and how their data will be used and reported on. Researchers must also recognise the right of any participant to withdraw from the research for any or no reason, at any time, and must inform participants of this right. I conducted myself in a professional manner throughout the research process. I explained the research investigation openly and clearly so that there was no confusion about the research and the participants were fully aware of what they were consenting to. I also informed the pupils how they had the right to retract themselves from the research at any point, without any consequences if they chose to do so. Fine and Sandstrom (1998) highlight that participants should have the opportunity to say that they do not want to take part in the investigation, and if this arises; they should not be questioned about their decision. 
   Again, in line with BERA’s ethical guidelines (2011), I recognised the participants’ entitlement to privacy and I made pupils aware of this right. To uphold confidentiality and anonymity, both the school and the pupils are anonymised throughout this assignment. I was also the only person to view any raw data before it was anonymised. The pupil’s data has been anonymised by referring to pupils work as ‘Pupil 1’, ‘Pupil 2’ etc. I am the only person that knows the true identity of these pupils. Finally, researchers must comply with the legal requirements in relation to the storage and use of personal data as set down by the Data Protection Act (DPA) (1998). In accordance with the DPA, all data is kept safe and secure on a password-protected device. Using password-protected files respects the anonymity of participants (Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias, 1992). Through electronic transfer and data archiving, I have successfully conducted my study in accordance with the DPA (GOV, 2018). Also, the data has only been used for the sole purpose of this research investigation and for no other motivation.  
Evaluations

   Due to weather disruption and the school being closed for several days due to snow, I was only able to collect data from one class. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2016) have highlighted how issues such as time and accessibility often prevent researchers from gaining information from a wide population. I collected data from twenty-three pupils, making my study a small-scale study. This is a limitation of my research, as generally speaking, the larger the sample the better, since this provides greater reliability and enables more sophisticated results to be used. Researchers recommend there to be over thirty participants for each study, whereas mine includes only twenty-three. With that being said, the peer-assessment process ran fairly effortlessly. I believe one of the reasons that the process ran efficiently was due to the fact that I spent a great amount of time organising the peer-assessment. Some researchers suggest that peer-assessment is not costly in terms of teachers’ time (Topping, 2009). However, other researchers argue that the implementation of peer-assessment is greatly costly to teacher time. They say that good quality peer-assessment requires time for organization, training and monitoring (Topping, 2010). I would unquestionably agree with this, as I found organising the peer-assessment took me much more time than what it would have taken me to mark the pupils work myself. However, I continued with the peer-assessment as various literatures educated me on the importance of peer-assessment and the benefit it has on pupils learning (Bryan, 2016). 
   I believe I explained and structured the peer-assessment well. This was highlighted by my mentor’s comments (see appendix F). I provided learners with the success criteria to help them answer the question and gave them the mark-sheet to help them assess their peers’ work. Providing pupils with the mark-sheet helped to improve their ability to make fair judgments; without this scaffolding, pupils would have found it extremely difficult to assess their peers’ work. In my opinion, the mark-sheet was vital in helping to improve the accuracy of the results, as without it, pupils would not have known what needed to be included in their peers’ answer. Consequently, they would have been more likely to mark inaccurately. Furthermore, when answering both questions, I displayed the success criteria on the board so pupils knew what they needed to include in their answer to achieve full marks. Even though the pupils found this helpful, in retrospect, I believe I could have made better use of the success criteria by involving the pupils in devising the success criteria. It has been suggested that discussion, negotiation and joint construction of assessment criteria with learners can deepen their understanding of the work. It can also help to improve the accuracy of peer-assessment because the pupils are partly responsible for designing the criteria (Topping, 2009). Reflecting on my intervention, if pupils were given the ownership of devising the success criteria, they may have had a better understanding of the mark-scheme and this could have helped improve the reliability of the peer-assessment. In my future practice, I will involve students in creating the success criteria. 

   However, on the other hand, I believe that the intervention will help pupils to raise the standard of their written work because by providing students with the success criteria (which was also embedded in the mark-sheet), pupils were able to develop a better understanding of what is looked for in their work as they became familiar with the criteria when they had to apply it to mark the work of others (Freeman and Lewis, 2016). The mark-sheet demonstrated to learners how in many R.E. questions, they are required to consider more than one point of view. This should help the pupils in future, as they now know that they must consider more than one point of view and write a good conclusion when answering similar R.E. questions. Also, in accordance with Topping’s view (2010), I do believe that the pupils learnt the subject better because they participated in the peer-assessment. By adopting the role of the teacher, learners were able to understand what a teacher looks for in their own work. If the pupils were to answer the questions again, I am confident that they would perform better because they are now aware of what is expected from them when answering similar-style questions. For this reason, I believe that peer-assessment can help to raise the standard of pupils’ written work in R.E. lessons.  
   Anonymising the peer-assessment is a decision that I am glad I made. Several pupils highlighted in their pupil-evaluation form that they dislike peer-assessment because they don’t want to be ‘unfriendly’ to their friends. For example, one comment said ‘I don’t want to be mean’. Making the peer-assessment anonymous helped to combat this fear; it encouraged the students to mark honestly and not to worry about providing their peer with a lower mark if needed. Furthermore, when looking over the papers, the marks given by pupils were extremely varied; some were low and some were high. I believe that this demonstrates how by anonymising the peer-assessment, I was able to avoid the situation where all pupils award each other the same high grades. Expanding on this, when reading through the pupil-evaluation forms, I noticed how many pupils commented that they dislike peer-assessment because marking someone else’s work worries them. One student said they ‘do not like finding bad things about someone else’s work’. With this in mind, I believe that making the peer-assessment completely anonymous resulted in a much more relaxed, confident and comfortable classroom environment. This strategy worked particularly well with this class, in which issues sometimes arise in lessons concerning disagreements amongst the pupils. This is an advantage of anonymising the feedback as it prevented any unnecessary upset or conflict since the students were unbeknownst as to whose work they were assessing and who had assessed their work. 
   During the peer-assessment, I monitored and coached the process. I kept a low profile when the pupils were completing the peer-assessment. I circulated amongst the pupils, providing feedback and coaching as necessary (Topping, 2009). I was the ‘guide on the side’, as opposed to the ‘sage on the stage’. I was the facilitator in the process, as highlighted by Vygotsky (Burton, 2013). I provided the support and the scaffolding to enable the pupils to complete the task, but the ultimate ownership was passed on to them. This ownership enabled them to develop transferable life skills and qualities such as having empathy for others and providing feedback to others. Some of the pupils really enjoyed having the responsibility of marking the work of others. One student commented ‘I like peer assessment because it’s a chance for us to play teacher and read each other’s work’. Taking this into consideration, I think I should have given pupils more responsibility by asking them to add comments on their peers’ work on how they could improve, as opposed to just asking them to mark the work out of a possible four marks. It was made evident in the pupil evaluation forms that learners enjoy helping their peers improve their work. For example, one pupil said ‘I like it when I say what to improve on their work’ and another said ‘I like that you can read others work and help them out’. Literature has emphasised the significance of feedback, so it is important that the feedback is helpful, insightful and accurate (Topping, 2010). In hindsight, I should have asked pupils to comment on how their peer could improve their work in order for them to make progress, as opposed to them just ticking whether their peers’ answer was correct or incorrect. This is significant to ensure pupil progression and I have learnt this by reflecting on my intervention – it could be argued if pupils are unsure about what they need to improve, how can they be expected to improve their mark? Furthermore, Gibbs, Simpson and Macdonald (2003) make an argument for not providing grades on work, only comments. They argue that many pupils focus solely on their marks; therefore they recommend providing feedback with no marks – just comments. This strategy encourages pupils to read the feedback and respond to it. This is something I will undoubtedly take into consideration during my future teaching practice as the peer-assessment I organised focused on pupils’ grades, rather than focusing on how they can improve. I believe this to be a weakness of my study as it has been highlighted how good assessment ensures that feedback leads to improvement and focuses on student development and this was not accessible from my peer-assessment. In criticism of my study, the Assessment Reform Group (ARG) (1999) at Cambridge University put forward undesirable tendencies presented by teachers; one of the undesirable tendencies is focusing on marking and grades rather than advice for improvement. Responding to this, for future peer-assessments, I will encourage learners to provide written feedback on the steps their peer needs to take in order to improve their work.
   I have just highlighted how it is important for feedback to be accurate. This is one issue that had a massive impact on my intervention as many pupils marked their peers’ assessments inaccurately. Various literatures recommend teachers to re-mark any peer-assessed work themselves before returning it to students (Frankland, 2007) (Topping, 2010). I did this and I noticed that there was a vast amount of work incorrectly assessed by the pupils. Literature highlights how there are often significant differences between the grade provided by the teacher and the grade provided by the pupil. Lacking experience and confidence in marking work may be one reason contributing to the problem of marking consistency (Frankland, 2007). This issue was evident in my research, as only a minority of pupils marked their peers’ work correctly. There were many differences between the marks given by the pupils and the marks given by myself – some of these being significant. In the worst-case, some pupils awarded their peers with full marks (four marks) when their peer had no clear arguments presented in their answer. It could be argued that this should have been expected as many pupils have the tendency to award everyone with the same high grade when peer-assessing. 

   Some pupils were also not critical enough when marking their peers work. I hoped that anonymising the peer-assessment would combat this, and I think with some pupils it did, but overall, I still believe that one of the main reasons that the results were inaccurate is because pupils do not like awarding their fellow class members with a lower grade. On the other hand, it also appeared that some pupils might have misused their power by under-marking their peers, as some students did not award their peers with enough marks for their answer. This could have been because they have not yet been successfully trained to peer-assess or it could have been to give themselves an advantage over other students. Another limitation of peer-assessment - which was highlighted in the pupil evaluation forms - is that many students dislike this form of assessment because they feel like their peer has marked their work incorrectly. For example, one student said ‘I dislike it when someone marks it wrong when it is right’. Another said ‘it could be marked incorrectly’. Perhaps not so surprising then is that all pupils, apart from one, said that they prefer their teacher to mark their work. They commented that they found the teachers’ responses more helpful and reliable. Overall, the peer-assessment was very inaccurate. Therefore, whilst it might have appeared at first that the peer-assessment helped to raise the standard of pupils written work (due to the fact that the majority of pupils awarded their peers with incorrect high grades), when the work was re-marked by myself, more pupils performed better when their work was assessed by their teacher as opposed to their peer. Even though some pupils enjoyed marking their peers’ work and loved playing the role of the teacher (which is an important benefit of peer-assessment), for many pupils the fact that they do not trust the judgment of their peer is enough to discourage them from liking peer-assessment and wanting to use this form of assessment in the classroom. Therefore, from my personal experience, I would disagree with Topping’s argument (2009) that peer-assessment improves the reliability and validity of assessment. It could be argued that this limitation of inaccuracy outweighs the benefit of involving students in the assessment process. However, it is important to point out that my study is only a small-scale study making my conclusions not as conclusive as other larger studies. 

   In my future practice, I will focus on training pupils on peer-assessment, before randomly expecting them to participate in peer-assessment. Topping (2009) highlights that peer-assessment is more successful when supported by training. To perfect peer assessment, training must be done over time. Pupils need to be trained on how to accurately assess their peers’ work. Going forward, I will continue to train students on peer-assessment as the more peer-assessment pupils’ do, the more accurate their marking will undoubtedly become. 
   In regards to two of my research questions ‘can peer-assessment help to raise the standard of pupils’ written work in Religious Education?’ and ‘does peer-assessment motivate pupils to try harder?’, from analysing my results (see appendix G), it can be seen that eight students achieved a lower grade for the peer-assessed work. Most of the pupils achieving a lower grade dropped between 1-2 marks for the peer-assessed work. The majority of pupils achieving a lower grade were boys. Perhaps, and not so surprising is that it has been highlighted that one aspect of assessment that boys do not seem to enjoy is written peer-assessment (Goodbourn et al, 2009). Another reason for the boys achieving a lower grade for the peer-assessment could also be that they felt less pressured to complete their work to a high standard because they knew it was being assessed by their peer. This was evident in several pupil evaluation forms completed by boys. One boy commented that he liked peer-assessment because ‘it puts less pressure on you’. However, he was also aware that when his work is peer-assessed, it might be marked incorrectly. Therefore, he said he prefers his work to be marked by his teacher rather than his peers. Returning to the pupil evaluation forms, the fact that some learners said they enjoyed peer-assessment solely because it takes the pressure off them, as opposed to enjoying this type of assessment because it encourages them to raise their performance is a concern. As can be seen from my study, approximately 34% of pupils achieved a lower grade for the peer-assessment. Therefore, it could be argued that peer-assessment does not raise the standard of pupils’ written work in Religious education and does not motivate pupils to work harder because rather than putting additional effort into their work, which they know will be seen by their peers, some pupils feel less-pressured to perform well when they know their work is being peer-assessed. Some pupils also do not consider peer-assessment to be as serious as teacher-assessment. This could be because most learners view the teacher as the more knowledgeable other in comparison to their fellow learners (Topping, 2010). 
   On the other hand, from further examination of my results, it is evident that seven pupils achieved a higher grade for the peer-assessed work meaning that approximately 30% of pupils raised the standard of their written work during the peer-assessment. Six of the pupils achieving a higher grade were girls. Even though peer-assessment seemed to have encouraged girls to perform better and put additional effort into their work, most of the girls said in their evaluation forms that they dislike peer-assessment. The reasons they gave for disliking peer-assessment includes 1) ‘because it is not always as accurate as a teachers marking’ 2) ‘dislike not getting an answer from the teacher’ and 3) ‘don’t like how everyone can see my work’. However, the girl that commented that she dislikes peer-assessment because other people are able to see her work achieved a lower-grade. In contrast, a minority of pupil evaluation forms did highlight that they liked peer-assessment because it encourages them to work harder. A boy and a girl made this comment. One pupil said ‘I like peer assessment because I work harder’. This supports Hardie and Day’s (2012) claim that peer-assessment can help to raise the performance of students work because the learners work harder with the knowledge that their work is to be peer-assessed. Some results from my study have reinforced Walker’s (2001) argument that peer-assessment can encourage learners to put additional effort into their work and make them try harder. From my experience, peer-assessment has been more successful in raising the standard of girls’ written work as opposed to boys. Ten girls participated in my study and six of them (60%) raised the standard of their written work during the peer-assessment, whereas out of the thirteen boys that participated in my study, only one of them (approximately 8%) raised the standard of their written work during the peer-assessment. Considering more boys took part in my intervention than girls did, I anticipated that more boys would raise the standard of their work since there were more of them. Although, this was not the outcome, and as mentioned earlier, this could be because some boys said they feel less pressured when their work is peer-assessed and therefore do not feel the need to work as hard as they would if their work was to be marked by their teacher. However, once again, my study is only small-scale so these findings and conclusions could be completely different in a larger-scale study.
   For eight learners, the peer-assessment made no difference to their grade. Approximately 35% of pupils achieved the same grade for their teacher-assessed work and their peer-assessed work. The fact that for a significant number of pupils the peer-assessment did not have an impact is a limitation of my study. From reflecting on the intervention, I have learnt how to implement peer-assessment effectively in a way that will encourage learners to raise the standard of their written work. For the peer-assessment to have a more positive impact, in future I need to encourage pupils to make a comment on their peers’ work on how they can improve, as opposed to just asking them to mark the work out of a possible four marks. By focusing on comments as opposed to grades, pupils are able to help their peers develop by facilitating them in identifying their strengths and weaknesses, i.e. what is good about their work and what they must focus on improving. This form of assessment should help learners improve the standard of their written work as they take on board and act on the advice given by their peers. I believe when pupils are given this responsibility of helping each other improve their work, I will be able to see the Zone of Proximal Development at its best. With that being said, if I were to conduct this study again, I would ask the pupils to make comments on what their peer done well with their assessment and how they could improve. I would then assess whether the peer-assessment helped to raise the standards of pupil’s written work by having the learners complete another question of the same-difficulty, in which they had to take on board the advice given by their peers from the peer-assessment. This should improve the quality of AfL in my classroom, as this assessment focuses on student development and will ensure that feedback leads to improvement (ARG, 1999). 
Conclusion
   In conclusion, some pupils responded positively to the peer-assessment, whereas for others, it seemed to have had a negative impact. Seven pupils performance improved, whilst eight pupils performance declined. The remainder of the pupils’ performance remained unchanged. My own understanding on peer-assessment has developed since completing the intervention. It has taught me that teachers must provide learners with the opportunity to provide written feedback when peer-assessing in order to help their peer improve and progress. Even though overall my intervention did not make a significant difference to raising the standard of pupils written work, I believe peer-assessment could help to raise standards if the learners are responsible for providing comments on how their peer can improve their work and then the peers are given the opportunity to act on the feedback. Even though peer-assessment has both benefits and limitations, I think it is good strategy to employ in the classroom. If I were to implement peer-assessment, I would ensure that it focuses on comments for improvement as opposed to grades. I have learnt a lot from conducting my study, specifically how to implement peer-assessment effectively in a way that will encourage learners to raise the standard of their written work in Religious Education. My teaching in the classroom will undoubtedly improve because of this intervention.
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Appendices
Appendix A

Success criteria for the pupils to help them answer the questions. 

[image: image2.png]‘Holy books are not relevant today'. Do you agree with this
quote? You must consider more than one point of view.

> On your work sheet, answer the question above.

» You have 4 minutes.

‘Your Key to Success’
Success Criteria

Have you..

> Wrote an introduction explaining
what holy books are?
» Considered both points of view?
» Come to a decision and wrote a
good conclusion?
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=Your answer will then be assessed by one of your peers.
=You have 4 minutes.
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> Wrote an introduction explaining

the difference between shruti
texts and smriti texts?
» Considered both points of view?
> Come to a decision and wrote a
good conclusion?





Appendix B
Mark-sheet that I designed to help pupils assess their peers work. 
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Appendix C

I anonymised the peer-assessment process. I gave pupils a number to put on their work instead of their names so that during the peer-assessment, no pupil would know who was marking their work. 
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Appendix D
Pupil evaluation forms in the form of an exit ticket. On the evaluation form, pupils were able to provide a response on what they like and dislike about peer-assessment and who they prefer marking their work.
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Appendix E

Pupils were given the choice to participate in my research study. They completed a consent form to demonstrate whether they consented to having their data collected or not. 
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Appendix F
Appendix G

Results from my intervention.  

Symbol Code:

↑ Pupils achieved better in the peer-assessed work

↓ Pupils did not perform as well in the peer-assessed work

= Pupils achieved the same grade in the peer-assessed work and the teacher-assessed work
	Pupil
	Gender
	Teacher-Assessed Work Mark (Out of Four)
	Peer-Assessed Work Mark (Out of Four)
	Did they raise the standard of the work for the peer-assessment?

	A
	F
	2
	3
	↑

	B
	F
	2
	3
	↑

	C
	F
	2
	3
	↑

	D
	F
	2
	2
	=

	E
	F
	3
	4
	↑

	F
	F
	2
	2
	=

	G
	M
	2
	2
	=

	H
	M
	2
	2
	=

	I
	M
	1
	1
	=

	J
	M
	3
	1
	↓

	K
	F
	3
	1
	↓

	L
	M
	2
	1
	↓

	M
	F
	3
	2
	↓

	N
	F
	1
	3
	↑

	O
	M
	3
	4
	↑

	P
	F
	3
	4
	↑

	Q
	M
	1
	0
	↓

	R
	M
	3
	3
	=

	S
	M
	3
	1
	↓

	T
	M
	2
	1
	↓

	U
	M
	2
	2
	=

	V
	M
	4
	4
	=

	W
	M
	2
	1
	↓





RESULT �








� The zone of proximal development is the difference between what a pupil cannot do and what a pupil can do with help and support. 





