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Research Question: How does self-assessment impact the learning outcomes of pupils and contribute to closing the attainment gap? 

Introduction: 
Self-assessment can be defined as the process of pupils critically analysing their work to identify strengths, weaknesses, and targets within their learning (Roberts, 2006). Using self-assessment can encourage learners to reflect carefully on their learning, and understand how to succeed, promoting the development of transferrable knowledge (Department for Education, n.d). Attainment can be identified as pupils’ level of skill in key areas of learning, like reading and writing, measured using both formative and summative assessments to identify how and where pupils need to progress (Williams, 2024). In Wales, disadvantaged pupils have more underdeveloped skills and lower levels of educational attainment, creating attainment gaps which can create disparities in opportunities throughout education and adulthood (Sibieta, 2024). In 2019, a study by the Education Policy Institute found that the attainment gap between less affluent pupils and their peers was 22-23 months in Wales (The Guardian, 2022). A solution as a part of closing this gap could be the use of self-assessment. 

In this research study, I will be exploring the attitudes and perspectives of educators and pupils towards self-assessment, and ultimately if it can be used to support pupil learning outcomes and contribute to closing gaps in attainment. To gain an understanding of experiences and opinions regarding self-assessment, I will be returning to my PTE2 school, School A which is a small primary school in a disadvantaged area of Wales, using staff questionnaires and pupil interviews as research tools. Throughout, I will remain conscious of my professional responsibilities and ensure that all participants and the school remain anonymous per the British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines (BERA, 2024). 
 
Literature review: 
Self-assessment can be a useful approach for pupils to gauge their academic performance, encouraging pupils to evaluate learning throughout the learning process and recognise areas for improvement (Wilson Collage, 2024). Self-assessment against impactful success criteria can be a valuable element of teaching and learning practice, supporting deeper learner reflection on work, and enhancing academic self-efficacy (Yan & Carless, 2021). Estyn advocates the use of self-assessment with clear and achievable success criteria, to give pupils valuable insight into how to improve, and to increase pupils’ awareness of the next steps to take to support their learning (Estyn, 2018). This can support students in recognising the quality of their work, promoting metacognitive skills such as task analysis, monitoring, and regulation (Brown & Harris, 2013). Encouraging pupils to monitor and evaluate their work allows them to apply their knowledge and adapt their approaches to reach higher standards, while also promoting metacognitive awareness such as knowledge of self, tasks, and strategies to support learning (Heron, 2022). Encouraging pupils to think metacognitively about their learning can be equal to an additional seven months of learning when effective strategies are used, and the potential impact for disadvantaged pupils is significant (EEF, 2018). Supporting learners’ metacognitive understanding of themselves can be a high-impact and low-cost method of improving learning outcomes, and encouraging attainment across the areas of learning (EEF, 2021). Black and Wiliam argue that improved pupil awareness of gaps in learning or skill can motivate pupils to strive to reach their goals, which can reduce discrepancies in attainment (Black & Wiliam, 1998). 

There are numerous ways in which self-assessment can be implemented in classrooms, which can shape its quality and effectiveness in supporting pupil’s learning (Panadero, Jonsson & Botella, 2017). Some methods of self-assessment, such as traffic lights, learning journals and marking, can be made more effective and impactful using success criteria or rubrics, allowing pupils to formatively assess and adjust their attitudes and approaches to learning throughout episodes of learning (The Education Hub, 2018). The constructivist ideology aligns with the use of self-assessment, advocating that pupils actively construct their understandings through reflections and experiences (Hyslop-Margison & Strobel, 2007). Sadler argued that the process of pupils analysing the quality of their work increases their autonomy in learning, helping them make more independent progress (Sadler, 1998). 
On the other hand, the effectiveness of self-assessment can be debated due to inaccuracies in assessment by pupils, which can be influenced by factors including pupil confidence, academic ability, level of development and gender (Griffin, 2016). Pupils who are metacognitively challenged may also struggle to identify key information regarding an episode of learning, how they are progressing and how to adjust their attitudes and approaches to ensure progress (Veenman, Wilhelm & Beishuizen, 2004). According to some psychological literature, those with metacognitive deficits may have more inflated self-assessments as they can be less aware of their learning performance or mistakes and overestimate themselves, therefore being less able to accurately self-assess than their more metacognitively skilled peers (Kruger & Dunning, 1999). The credibility of self-assessments can also be impacted by the extent of pupil engagement in their learning, as those who are more passive may be less motivated to understand what skills they do or do not possess or actively seek ways to improve regardless of a clear success criteria (Zimmerman, 1990). Hattie argues that the most powerful element of teaching and learning is feedback and that high self-efficacy is a necessity for ensuring that feedback is impactful (Hattie & Clarke, 2018). However, it can also be argued that self-assessment and metacognitive awareness are skills which need to be taught to pupils and practised so that those who struggle with identifying areas for improvement will be more able to do so (Towler & Broadfoot, 1992). Educators can also combat misconceptions associated with inflated or incorrect self-assessment using in-lesson verbal feedback, to coach pupils, and ensure self-assessment is effective for all pupils in the class regardless of their academic ability (Hattie & Clarke, 2018). 
 
Methodology: 
A key criterion of educational research is an ethical code of conduct, to ensure that the planning, conduction and presenting of research is ethical (Wellington, 2015). According to the BERA, conducting ethical research in educational contexts should involve high levels of transparency, respect for participant's rights, appropriate consent and minimal harm to participants (BERA, 2024).To ensure these guidelines were upheld in my research, I completed an ethics form (see Appendix 1), to ensure my methodologies adhered to guidelines and participants were protected. This included obtaining consent from the head teacher to trial my research tools (see Appendix 2), maintaining the confidentiality of the school and participants and ensuring the well-being of participants. 

One research method I applied was the use of semi-structured interviews with pupils. Semi-structured interviews are slightly less formal than structured interviews, they have a conversational nature, allowing interaction between participants and the researcher (Kempf-Leonard, 2005). The interactive nature of interviews allows researchers to ask different questions of participants and develop a detailed comprehension of participant's perceptions and experiences (Austin, 2016). Interviewing pupils can be a more flexible method of gaining pupil insight, as questions can be modified to be more appropriate for specific participants, and responses can be explored in more detail than some other methods like questionnaires (O’Reilly & Dogra, 2017). 

I conducted three semi-structured interviews with pupils in groups of two. Interviewing pupils in pairs can make them feel more comfortable answering questions, particularly as there is no imbalance of power between peers, they can comfortably discuss topics to co-construct their responses (Wilson, Onwuegbuzie & Manning, 2016). When interviewing pupils for research, it is also important to consider that children’s level of cognitive and linguistic development, attention span, perception of importance and ability to recall life experiences may differ from those of an adult (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011).In recognition of this, I used 8, which took approximately 5 minutes to complete, maintaining pupil engagement throughout (see Appendix 3). When appropriate, I used further questioning to gain more detailed responses from pupils and encourage them to recall previous experiences with self-assessment and incorporated examples in questions to support. Status and power dynamics can also impact pupil comfort during interviews, as they may feel pressure to give specific answers to the interviewer, therefore it is vital to put measures in place so that pupils feel safe, valued, and free to express their genuine thoughts without fear of judgment or expectation (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011). Before interviewing each pair, I explained that they didn’t have to take part if they did not want to, and they could leave at any time. I also had emoji cards (see Appendix 4) available to pupils, which displayed a happy and sad face, which pupils could use to display how they were feeling at any point during the interview. The sample of pupils were aged 10 to 11 from a small year 6 class, I worked with the class teacher to select which pupils would be most comfortable in an interview setting and able to answer my questions. 

An additional research tool I utilised was questionnaires. Questionnaires can be a useful method of collecting both qualitative and quantitative data, using open-ended questions and multiple-choice options, encouraging respondents to give their honest opinions and experiences (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011). Questionnaires are widely used to gather data regarding a specific topic using a set of questions to gain insight from relevant respondents (Holmes, 2023). I used Microsoft Forms to create and distribute my questionnaire, which allowed me to collect responses easily and all data generated was automatically organised data to improve its readability.  
The questionnaire consisted of 10 questions focused on gaining insights into staff's knowledge and experiences with self-assessment, and its impact on learning outcomes (see Appendix 5). Digital questionnaires can be a convenient and efficient research method as they can be distributed remotely, allowing respondents to complete them in their own time, and researchers can send them to specific people (Wellington, 2015). The target respondents for my questionnaire were key stage 2 staff in School A, to better understand staff perceptions of self-assessment, how they use it and the impact on pupil’s learning. All respondents received the same questions in the same format, which can simplify the analysis and comparisons of responses (Holmes, 2023). At the beginning of the questionnaire, I also included a summary of my research focus and stated that all staff and the school would remain anonymous throughout and that by submitting responses staff were consenting to the use of their anonymised data for research purposes. This assured anonymity may also encourage respondents to be more honest and detailed in their responses, as they may feel more comfortable expressing genuine opinions without fear of judgement (Wellington, 2015).  

On the other hand, it can be argued that questions within a questionnaire may potentially push ideas onto respondents that they hadn’t considered before, and therefore the respondents may not have the opportunity to discuss their key thoughts and ideas (Bartlett & Burton, 2020). In an attempt to combat this, within my questionnaire, I inserted questions where respondents were encouraged to share their thoughts and experiences in detail and included a final comments box where they could add any additional ideas regarding self-assessment that were not specifically outlined in my questionnaire. In addition, a significant obstacle associated with the use of questionnaires is low response rates, an issue which I experienced within my research. Researchers typically aim for a response over 70% though a response rate of 20% to 33% is more common, which can severely bias results, and make data analysis more challenging (Green, Camilli & Elmore, 2006). This can be challenging to overcome as responses must be gathered ethically, and respondents have the choice of if they would like to participate. 
 
Findings and discussion: 
It can be argued that pupil involvement in the assessment process is a natural element of teaching and learning in Wales, due to the child-centred nature of the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022). The role of self-assessment in teaching in School A is evident in staff responses to question 1 of the questionnaire (see Appendix 6), where 100% stated that self-assessment is used daily. The most common method of self-assessment identified was reflection journals, used by 50% of staff (see Appendix 7). Reflection journals allow pupils to reflect on learning experiences, to identify strengths and weaknesses, giving pupils and educators valuable insight into what makes learning effective individually (Peachey, n.d). Pupil opportunities to reflect on learning, including journals, can promote pupil awareness of targets and strategies they can use to support themselves in achieving higher standards (Heron, 2022). When asked if self-assessment makes pupils feel more confident in their learning (see Appendix 8), pupils expressed that self-assessment increases motivation and empowers them to improve, due to increased awareness of how and where they need to progress. Therefore, pupils felt more determined to achieve their targets and produce higher-quality work. Hattie supports this approach to teaching and learning, emphasising the value of learners having a clear roadmap for success to make learning transparent and work towards improved educational outcomes (Hattie, 2012). Creating opportunities to develop metacognitive skills and independence in learning can help increase attainment for disadvantaged pupils, by encouraging them to think about what and how they are learning, make links in learning across different subjects, and also have higher expectations of themselves within learning (Department for Education, 2015). For example, during interviews pupils identified that they particularly benefit from marking their own daily times tables from their morning starter, as they can identify which ones they need to practise more, and they were even more determined to get the correct answer (see Appendix 9). 
 
An opposing viewpoint put forward by staff in response to question 8 (see Appendix 11), described how self-assessment can be a negative experience for lower-attaining pupils, if there’s too much information for them to process, they may be unaware of what’s being asked of them. Estyn argues that relevant and impactful success criteria can play a critical role in promoting effective self-assessment (Estyn, 2019). The respondent expressed that for self-assessment to be beneficial for lower-attaining pupils, there should be simple and well-explained success criteria broken down into 1 or 2 simple steps (see Appendix 11). The staff collectively agreed that clear and comprehensive success criteria are essential for self-assessment as they can increase pupil confidence and make learning feel more structured, especially for lower-attaining pupils, as tasks are broken into smaller steps (see Appendix 12). To develop assessment-capable learners, success criteria should be clearly communicated to all pupils, so that each pupil is aware of what they’re learning and able to identify when they have met the learning intention (Sheil, 2017). To ensure that self-assessments positively impact all pupils, success criteria could be differentiated to be reflective of the range of pupil's needs and attainment within the classroom. Both pupils and staff identified that one of the most significant challenges associated with self-assessment is pupil confidence and fear of assessing incorrectly, resulting in some pupils preferring teacher assessment as it eliminates this risk (see Appendix 13 & 8). A clear and individualised success criteria could help mitigate pupil concerns regarding self-assessment, offering pupils more structure and guidance. Possibly increasing pupil confidence, and independence, and supporting pupils in identifying personal targets in learning (Eagan, 2023). One of the twelve pedagogical highlights the importance of challenging all pupils appropriately and encouraging them to recognise the value of continuous learning to meet higher standards of learning (Welsh Government, 2023). It is also important to remain mindful that, following the professional standards for teaching and leadership, educators should have high expectations of pupils and consider the needs of all pupils to ensure that they are supported effectively (Welsh Government, n.d). The use of self-assessment in this manner could support pupils in becoming ambitious capable learners, aligning with one of the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales, which encourages pupils to take ownership of their learning and hold themselves to high standards (Welsh Government, 2022). 

Conclusion: 
To conclude, self-assessment can be defined as the process of pupils critically evaluating their learning to establish strengths and targets (Roberts, 2006). This can have a positive impact on learners' attainment and outcomes, by promoting the transfer of knowledge, reflection skills, and independence (Department for Education, n.d). Staff highlighted that self-assessment increases pupil awareness of targets, and how to progress, increasing pupil independence to support learning (see Appendix 14). Increased pupil awareness and improved attitudes towards learning targets can influence how pupils transform the quality of work (Black & Wiliam, 1998). Self-assessment supports metacognitive skills, including analysis and motivation (Brown & Harris, 2013). Metacognitive understanding of self can contribute to improved learning outcomes, and encourage attainment across the curriculum (EEF, 2021). 
 
Pupils and staff indicated that self-assessment was more powerful when supported by success criteria and pupils had a clear focus. Self-assessment against success criteria can assist pupils by guiding reflections and deepening their understanding of the task, promoting self-efficacy (Yan & Carless, 2021). Conducting semi-structured interviews with pupils provided valuable opinions regarding pupil perception of self-assessment. Interviewing in pairs increased pupil confidence as they were able to expand each other’s ideas. Utilising questionnaires to gain the knowledge and experience of educators was also beneficial, developing my understanding of how and why self-assessment can be used in the classroom to inform my future practice. However, because of limited staff responses to my questionnaires, my results may be a less accurate representation of the staff attitudes towards self-assessment in School A, potentially limiting the credibility of conclusions drawn from the results. In hindsight, it may have also been useful to conduct observations of self-assessment being used in class, to gain a greater understanding of how it does or does not support pupils in achieving higher standards.  
 
Personally, considering the research I have gathered, I believe self-assessment can be a beneficial tool in improving pupil outcomes and closing gaps in attainment, particularly with the use of relevant success criteria. My research has also highlighted that self-assessment can be useful in achieving positive learning outcomes for all pupils, and educators must adapt to and remain aware of the variety of pupil needs within the classroom, to ensure that all pupils can benefit and progress. This is something I will apply to my future teaching practise, to support positive learning outcomes and attainment for all pupils.
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