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Building reflective learners: A research project on the use of learner-led assessment strategies to promote individual improvement in a Welsh secondary school.

Introduction

School X is an 11-16 mixed-gender Comprehensive School situated in Swansea, South Wales. Currently, the school has 794 pupils on roll and roughly 7% of those individuals live in the 20% most deprived areas of Wales (My Local School 2018, Estyn, 2016). Moreover, 13.1% of students are Free School Meals (FSM) children and this is beneath the national average of 17.4% (My Local School 2018, Estyn 2016). 

Class X is a mixed-ability Year 7 class of 24 pupils with a gender split of 16 girls and 8 boys. Additionally, the ability of the pupils in the class ranges significantly. In total, 6 pupils have poor literacy, 3 pupils have poor numeracy and 1 student is ‘more able and talented’ (MAT).  As a result of these factors, many pupils need, where possible, differentiated resources. An additional factor to consider during lessons includes providing enough support to: those on FSM (5 pupils); those with physical and medical difficulties (2 pupils) and those with severe behavioural issues (1 pupil). However it is important to note, 2 of the pupils’ results were exempt from the results. Therefore, the data collected for this study consisted of the results from the remaining 22 pupils.

Interestingly, School X is a pioneer school and as a result of this, prides itself on building reflective, independent, capable learners. Thus, the ideas of Donaldson (2015) are firmly imbedded in to the curriculum and into the research group’s teaching and learning environment. Importantly, this fact inspired me to research the impact of self-and peer-assessment (SAPA) on students’ ability to be reflective. Crucially then, the key research questions in this study are: 

· Does feedback from peer & self-assessment help pupils improve their test scores?
· Do pupil-generated targets effectively assist learners to develop the reflective skills needed for discussion-based texts?

These questions will be answered by meeting the aims and objectives of the study, which are:
· To use an established model of self-improvement to help pupils generate their own list of targets to assist with progress.
· To discover if the use of National Curriculum Levels can support pupil generate lists of targets.

Literature Review
In recent years, formative assessment or assessment for learning, has gained a valued position within educational studies. Within this branch of assessment, SAPA has sparked particular interest from researchers and teaching professionals alike (Ratminingsih et al 2017, Nortcliffe 2012, Wiliam 2013, Clarke 2008, Black and Wiliam 1998a, Black et al 2004).  On the one hand, self-assessment is the process in which students reflect on their own individual work in order to identify the relative strengths and weaknesses of the task they completed (Ratminingsih et al 2017, Andrade & Du 2007). On the other hand, peer- assessment involves one pupil assessing another pupil’s work. Crucially, this type of assessment usually requires pupils to give feedback or marks to their peers based on a success criterion (Ratminingsih et al 2017, Boud & Falchikov 2006). However, it is important to note that these two types of formative assessment are mostly done collaboratively. This is because peer-assessment is usually used to complement self-assessment (Black et al 2004). 
The following literature review focuses on revealing a number of important studies on SAPA and how they will be used to ensure the study is beneficial to the academic literature. Crucially, the review will pay particular attention to those studies that discuss: metacognitive implications; teacher and/or student perceptions of SAPA and arguments around the use of SAPA to improve attainment. Moreover, this review will identify the relevant gaps in the existing research. This will allow further research to effectively contribute to and/or add new findings to the current body of literature. 
Firstly, it is important to note that SAPA can have very positive implications on pupils’ metacognitive knowledge and skills (Sanchez et al 2017, Wang et al 1990, Panadero et al 2012, Honsa 2013, Spiller 2012). Importantly, Wang et al (1990) have argued that metacognition is a crucial consideration for educationalists as it is a useful predictor of learning.   Moreover, Sanchez et al (2017: 1050) have said that: “Metacognition, put simply, refers to “thinking about thinking”… Metacognition can apply to a person’s declarative knowledge of one’s own learning processes (i.e., metacognitive knowledge) and/or relates to strategies or regulation of cognitive activities (i.e., metacognitive skills)”.  Thus, SAPA promotes both metacognitive knowledge and skills; as it allows pupils to obtain control over their own learning environment. 
Crucially, academics and governmental personnel have studied this notion of learners taking control of their own learning experiences extensively. Generally, this has resulted in studies focusing on the implications of formative assessment, and in particular the impacts of SAPA. Undisputedly, Black & Wiliam (1998a) were the first academics to produce revolutionary work in the area of formative assessment. Essentially, their work discovered that formative assessment does improve learning. Although, they also argue that feedback, expectations and the social setting are other important considerations within a learning environment (Black & Wiliam, 1998a). Similarly, Wiliam (2013) has argued that much of the contemporary research has confirmed that formative assessment is one of the most successful ways of ensuring student progress. 
In addition to this, the literature has suggested that there are differences between SAPA, and these differences permit the growth and development of distinctive metacognitive skills. On the one hand, self-assessment can develop skills such as: monitoring and critical evaluation of one’s self-performance (Ratminingsih et al 2017, Noonan & Duncan 2005, McDonald & Boud 2003). On the other hand, peer-assessment can contribute to the improvement of certain skills that includes: providing constructive feedback and communication through oral and written based mediums (Ratminingsih et al 2017, Harris & Brown 2013). Arguably, these differences arise because of the complexity of SAPA as it can occur in a range of practices (Tsivitanidou et al 2011). However, other studies have suggested that SAPA can develop similar skills such as: critical thinking, communication and collaboration skills (Harrison & McNamara 2015, Sebba et al 2008, Lynch et al 2012, Peng 2010). 
Moreover, more recent studies have found that SAPA can significantly benefit pupils’ metacognitive skills.  For example, Li & Chen’s (2016) study demonstrated that SAPA has the capability to promote deep learning when it is implemented effectively. In support of this, Clarke (2008) has argued that these skills can help pupils to become life-long learners and therefore, take control over their own learning strategies and environment.   However, other researchers have argued that SAPA is only effective if pupils are trained in how to use SAPA. So that they understand what they are expected to do and how they can work towards their individual goals (Black et al 2004, Black & Wiliam 1998b, Harris & Brown 2013, Hattie & Timperley 2007). Therefore, the teacher still plays a key role in ensuring that pupils have the relevant skills needed for successful SAPA to occur  (Noonan & Duncan 2005). Although, it is clear that the role of the teacher must be carefully considered during the process of SAPA. This is because too much input from the teacher can encourage pupils to become “incremental learners”, that seek constant guidance from specialists (Wiley & Gardner 2009:4). Thus, hindering crucial skill development through the various types of SAPA. 
Crucially, the above studies have impacted my teaching and learning decisions during this study. This is because I now understand the importance of ensuring that all pupils are taught the skills they need to complete SAPA effectively. Positively at School X, self and peer assessment is frequently used in lessons. Moreover, all SAPA is completed on a SAPA sheet. This sheet also has a success criterion that is based upon the various literacy strands noted in the Literacy and Numeracy (LNF) Framework (National Literacy Framework, 2013); and pupils are expected to rate themselves or their peers using a ‘smiley-face system’ (see Appendix A). Thus, it is clear that pupils at School X will have the basic skills needed to use SAPA effectively. However, this study will be the first time pupils will be expected to use personal lists for formative assessment. With this in mind, I will provide relevant levels of support so that all pupils are clear of the requirements of the task (Black et al 2004, Hattie & Timperley 2007). Essentially, this support will be provided through modelling and scaffolding; as Thomas et al (2011) have argued that these are useful strategies for teachers to use to improve the value of SAPA. 
Currently, much of the literature available on perceptions of SAPA has concentrated on discovering the thoughts of both teachers and pupils. Generally, the literature suggests that SAPA is seen as a positive or worthy form of assessment (Ratminingsih et al 2017, Nortcliffe 2012, Lew & Schimdt 2006, Noonan & Duncan 2005). Though, many studies have indicated a difference in perceptions amongst teachers and students. For instance, research has suggested that students express a range of feelings towards the use of SAPA in their learning.  First, many studies have suggested that pupils tend to value teacher-led forms of assessments more highly than those assessment methods conducted by themselves or their peers (Brown et al 2009, Lew & Schmidt 2006, Lynch et al 2012). However this is not always the case, as alternative studies have discovered that many students perceive student-led assessment strategies to be beneficial to their learning (Nortcliffe 2012, Gielen et al 2010, Wiley & Gardner 2009, Sebba et al 2008). 
Moreover, there are differences between students’ perceptions of their own implementation of different methods of assessment. On the one hand, some students can struggle to see the benefits of completing self- assessment because they do not see it as a ‘real’ form of assessment (Harris & Brown, 2013, Lew & Schmidt 2006). Moreover, research has implied that that some forms of self-assessment (e.g. traffic lights); can have a negative effect on students’ confidence. This is because these forms of assessment are done in a public setting and therefore can be deemed a threat to relationships and one’s psychological ego (Harris & Brown 2013, Topping 2013). On the other hand, pupils generally view peer-assessment as the most useful form of student-led assessment (Gielen et al 2010, Wiley & Gardner 2009). However, Gielen et al (2010:143)’s study found that: “almost half of the students found the received peer feedback helpful, but less than a quarter considered giving feedback an aid in their own learning”. Thus, the study suggests that a large proportion of pupils find giving peer-assessment an ineffective strategy for personal improvement. 
Similarly to students’ perceptions of SAPA, teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of SAPA have varied.  For example, a few studies have suggested that teachers regard SAPA as beneficial to students’ skill development and general academic progression (Lew & Schmidt 2006). Although the use of SAPA has been identified as beneficial for many teachers, there are perceived weaknesses. For example, some teachers have claimed that SAPA can take a long time to complete, as assessment is not always given in enough detail and this reduces its value (Ratminingsih et al 2017, Sharma et al 2016, Li & Chen 2016). 
Essentially, these revelations have had a direct impact on my teaching and learning decisions within the classroom. Importantly, as this study uses a Year 7 class as the sample, it is paramount to ensure that no pupils feel threatened by the process of SAPA. This is especially important for these pupils, as it is their first year of comprehensive school, so they could already feel pressurised to perform and display their psychological ego to their peers (Harris & Brown 2013, Topping 2013). To avoid this situation, I will thoroughly explain the importance of SAPA to students and reinforce the idea that making mistakes is part of learning. Fundamentally, this links in with the Welsh Government’s recommendations from Donaldson’s (2015:106) “Successful Futures” report, as the challenges pupils face during these tasks, and the feedback they get from SAPA will assist them to become: “ambitious capable learners” that are “ready to learn throughout their lives”. 
Finally, the literature has revealed that SAPA can help students achieve higher results in examinations or in-class tests (Harris et al 2015, Clarke 2008, Black & Wiliam 1998a, Sanchez et al 2017, Sebba et al 2008). However, other studies have suggested that the effects of self- and peer assessment do differ in terms of improving students’ attainment levels. For example, Sanchez et al 2017 in their meta-analysis discovered that peer-assessment had a smaller impact on test performance compared to self-assessment. However, they also stated that 9 out of the 15 studies found that SAPA has a positive impact on attainment across a range of subjects. Therefore, suggesting that SAPA can assist pupils to improve their attainment level in most cases. Although, this generalisation needs to be regarded with caution, as external factors during the data collection phase of these studies could have impacted the results. 
Alternatively, some academics have claimed that the success of SAPA is dependent on the individual’s initial attainment level (Harris et al 2015, Hattie & Timperley 2010, Lew et al 2010). For instance, Harris et al (2015) found that students in higher sets could provide more task and process feedback. Similarly, Hattie & Timperley’s (2007) study implied that higher attainment pupils could use the results from SAPA more constructively than lower attainment pupils, as they were able to produce cognitive sequences that assisted with improvement in academic tasks and exams. Moreover, Mowl & Pain (1995) conducted a study to discover the impact SAPA has on improving students’ essay writing. Interestingly, the results indicated that the SAPA marks produced by the students were less reliable than those marks provided by the teacher. Thus, suggesting that pupils cannot always provide enough reliable feedback to help improve results. Therefore, these conclusions indicate dissimilar findings to studies conducted by academics such as Harris et al (2015). However, Mowl & Pain (1995) did also suggest that the differences in the marks given could have been because students were inexperienced in the process of SAPA. 
Notably, these findings have had a significant impact on the teaching and learning environment I provide in the classroom. This is because the findings have allowed me to identify the significance of providing enough scaffolding support for students during SAPA, in order for them to make real progress in exams/tests. Crucially, this extra support is essential for lower attainment pupils, as the research implies that these pupils struggle with cognitive sequencing (Harris et al 2017, Hattie & Timperley 2007). This finding has also impacted my teaching, as I now model good answer structure and provide success criteria to all of my pupils. This allows my lower attainment students to engage in repetition and this will assist them to learn the cognitive sequencing process. Moreover, the literature has suggested that self- and peer-assessment is most effective when the strategies are used in combination (Black et al 2004). This revelation has had a significant impact on my teaching, as I am now aware of the issues with using SAPA techniques in isolation. This has meant that I consciously use both self-and peer-assessment in my teaching; in order for my students to get the benefits from the skills each type of assessment provides. 
Although there are important findings from the established literature, there are many issues with relating current work to a secondary school setting. First, it is difficult to generalise the findings from the literature to secondary education in Wales, as much of the research conducted on SAPA has been done in a higher-education setting (Topping 2003, Lew et al 2010, Mowl & Pain 1995, Sanchez et al 2017). Moreover, a lot of the established literature both in higher education and secondary school environments has not been conducted in Wales or the UK, but in various different countries around the World (Yaghoubi & Mobin 2015, Ratminingsih et al 2017, Black & Wiliam 1998a, Black & Wiliam 1998b, Noonan & Duncan 2005, Harris et al 2015, Tsivitanidou et al 2011, Sanchez et al 2017).  Essentially, this means that the participants, school contexts and cultures experienced could be very different to those experienced by secondary school pupils in Swansea, Wales, thus the findings cannot be generalised. Additionally, Mowl & Pain (1995) have recommended that more research should be conducted on the use of SAPA in education, as its effectiveness still needs to be reported extensively for different ages and subject areas. 
Clearly, the issues noted above have highlighted that there is a gap in the current literature. Arguably, there is a need for the effectiveness of SAPA to be studied in a particular geographic context. Therefore, the following study will look to provide some fulfilment to the gap in the literature by studying the effectiveness of SAPA in a secondary school in Wales. Moreover, the study will focus on discovering if SAPA permits individuals to become reflective learners that are able to progress and achieve academic success. Additionally, the study will aim to further contribute to the existing literature by providing a case study that relates to a specific age group and subject. Notably, this study will involve the use of SAPA in a Year 7, Humanities classroom. 
School Policy & Practice 

Currently, School X is undergoing huge changes within the Humanities department at Key Stage 3 (KS3). Notably, this change has been driven by Donaldson (2015); as School X are expected to pioneer the way to ensure that our students in Wales are: ambitious, capable learners who are ethically informed, creative and confident individuals (Donaldson 2015). Ultimately, School X uses a combination of teacher and pupil-led forms of formative assessment to ensure that learners develop as individuals and aspiring academics. 

Moreover, School X has a ‘Whole School Marking Policy’ that is implemented across all of the curriculum areas (see Appendix B). Importantly, this common form of marking means that pupils know exactly what the feedbacks means and therefore, know exactly how they can improve (Wiliam 2013, Black & Wiliam 1998a). Crucially, I used this policy to mark the students’ discussion texts and provide pupils with guidance for obvious areas of improvement e.g. spelling corrections, incorrect use of punctuation etc. Within this policy, there is also an expectation for both pupils and teachers to mark any classwork or homework in a particular colour. Notably, teachers are expected to mark in green pen. Pupils are then expected to mark in red-pen for self-assessment tasks, and purple pen for peer-assessment tasks. Additionally, teachers at School X are required to provide ‘Close the Gap’ (CtG) stickers to pupils after significant pieces of work. These CtG stickers contain ‘What Went Well’ and ‘Even Better If’ statements that are personal to each individual pupil. After these stickers are distributed, the pupils are then expected to reflect on the comments and complete a ‘STAR’ task; that addresses the areas of their learning they need to improve on. 

In addition, the Senior Management team in School X have encouraged all departments to implement relevant components of Sue Palmer’s (2010) ‘text types’ in to their subject curriculum areas. As a result of this, the Humanities’ staff has been encouraged to include ‘discussion texts’ in to the Key Stage 3 (KS3) Schemes of Work. Moreover, there is an expectation for teachers to use the Welsh Government’s assessment levels when marking these discussion texts for summative purposes (Welsh Government, 2008). However due to the range of subjects taught within the Humanities disciplines, teachers will be expected to consider the Geography, History and Religious Education level descriptors depending on the topic. 

Furthermore, the school requests that staff use sub-levels to indicate pupils’ position within a particular level. This grading system is based on an ‘a, b, c’ approach; whereby an ‘a’ indicates that a pupil is at the higher end of the level and a ‘c’ shows that a pupil is at the lower end of a level. Thus, a ‘b’ mark would suggest that pupils are sitting comfortably within the middle of that particular level. Although, it is important to note here that this type of system has not been noted in the literature to benefit student performance. Therefore, it is clear that the ‘a, b, c,’ approach has been applied to the marking policy as a preference for School X.

Methodology 

Rudduck (1995:3) has suggested “It is teachers who, in the end, will change the world of school by understanding it”. Arguably, Rudduck’s (1995) idea of ‘change’ can be facilitated when a teacher engages in Action Research (AR). Essentially, AR is a useful research method in education studies as it allows the teacher or researcher to: “plan, implement, review and evaluate an intervention” that has been designed to improve practice and solve a localised issue within the school (Cohen et al 2007). Thus this method was suitable for School X, as it allowed me to facilitate a change in my classroom, whilst ensuring that my pupils’ education was not compromised. Although, AR has been criticised for its flexibility and ability to adopt a number of research methods (Wilson, 2009). 

Prior to data collection, I decided to adopt a mixed-methods approach to the study, as I believed this would allow me to answer the study’s research questions fully. This decision was informed by the literature, as various academics have suggested that using both qualitative and quantitative data in research can: reduce bias; increase accuracy; develop a more complete understanding and give more reliable conclusions (Cohen et al 2011, Reams & Twale 2008, Denscombe 2008, Cohen et al 2007). Additionally, the research involved a triangulation of techniques because more than two methods were used to collect data (Denzin 1970, Cohen et al 2007) and this allowed the study to obtain validity (Campbell & Fiske 1959, Cohen et al 2007). 

Ultimately, a ‘pre-intervention test, intervention, and post-intervention test’ method was deemed to be the most appropriate data collection method for the study. On the one hand, qualitative data was gained from pupils’ SAPA responses and lists. On the other hand, quantitative data was collected from the pre-intervention and post-intervention scores. As the levels were converted in to corresponding numbers, in order for statistical analysis to take place. Thus, a ‘sequential mixed design’ (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009) was adopted. Moreover, participants were recruited using a “convenience sampling” method, whereby the class and participants were selected because they were readily available and suitable for the research (Cohen et al 2007:113). Positively, this allowed me to use a ‘non-probability sample’ that excluded some members of the wider population and study the chosen class extensively (Cohen et al 2007, Cohen et al 2011). However, there is an issue with using this type of sampling because it can provide less scope to a study (Teddlie & Yu, 2007) and disallow the findings to be generalised (Cohen et al 2007). 

Importantly, the pre-test was implemented in accordance to the suggestions made by Cohen et al (2011); whereby, the test was conducted at the start of the research in order to make the initial abilities and achievements of students identifiable. Moreover, the timing of the tests was also calculated, as Morrison (2009) has argued that issues with timing can impact the observed effects during the post-test (Cohen et al, 2011). Thus, both tests were given at the start and end of the topic respectively. Additionally, there were pre-determined similarities between the tests, as it has been suggested that when using a single group for research, participants should be given tests that are similar in terms of level of difficulty and content (Cohen et al 2011, Marsden & Torgerson 2012). 

On both occasions, pupils were requested to produce a  ‘discussion text’ that was based on Sue Palmer’s (2010) ‘text types’. Additionally, pupils were asked to answer questions on the topic of ‘The Black Death’ in accordance to the Year 7 Humanities Scheme of Work at School X (School X, 2018). During the pre-test, pupils were asked to answer the question “Do you think the Black Death could have been prevented?” After this, pupils were then asked to use the SAPA stickers to mark the test (see Appendix A). After the pre-test, pupils were then provided with CtG stickers (see Appendix C) that were written by myself and identified individual targets. As a ‘STAR’ task, pupils were then asked to construct a list of targets using the feedback from the SAPA and CtG stickers (see Appendix D). Prior to the post-intervention test, pupils were then asked to review these lists on a number of occasions. Pupils then completed the post-intervention test using the same format as the pre-intervention test. However, they were provided with a different question: “Could the Black Death be a good thing?” 

Importantly, the various guidelines used in the SAPA task were identical to the strands found in the literacy section of the National Literacy & Numeracy (Welsh Government, 2013). Moreover, both tests were marked using Assessment Levels. As noted previously, participants were from a Year 7 Humanities class and were studying a History based topic during the testing and intervention phases. Consequently, all discussion texts were marked using the level descriptors from the Welsh National Guidelines for Key Stage (KS) 3 History (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). Essentially, both tests took a criterion-referenced format because it would provide “the researcher with information about exactly what a student has learned, what he or she can do…”(Cohen et al 2007: 416). 

Also, potential ethical issues were considered extensively. This study followed the guidelines of BERA (2011) and UWTSD (2018) in order to minimise the risk of a conflict of interest in the research. Moreover, the ethical procedures conducted prior to the study ensured all participants gave informed consent. Importantly, all pupils were also given the right to withdraw. Although, participants were informed that if they decided to withdraw their data; they would still have to take part in the lesson, as it is a requirement of school. Additionally, the study subjected no emotional or physical harm to participants, as the research was conducted in their natural, daily setting.

Overall, it was deemed essential to respect participants’ human rights and assure them that they would receive confidentiality (Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias 1992, Cohen et al 2011, Brooks et al 2014). Notably, confidentiality was provided through pseudonyms, as all pupils names were deleted and replaced with letters (Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias 1992, Cohen et al 2011). In order to avoid breaching confidentiality during the unlikely event of a pupil wanting to withdraw; each pupil was asked to note a letter at the start of the research study. If they wished to withdraw their data at any time, they just had to tell me the letter and I would remove their data from the results. This would ensure that the whole data set would not be compromised, if an individual decided to withdraw. However, no participants wished to withdraw throughout the course of the Action Research. 

Evaluation

Prior to the commencement of the study, I decided that the pre-intervention test data and the post- intervention test data should be collected on the same Humanities topic. This decision was influenced by the literature. As many researchers have argued that when the study involves the use of a singular group, pupils should be given tests that are similar in difficulty and content (Cohen et al 2011, Marsden & Torgerson 2012). Importantly, this would allow me to gain a better insight in to the impact the intervention had on my pupils’ progress. Moreover, I decided to begin the study four lessons in to the topic of ‘The Black Death’; because I believed this would allow my pupils to gain the relevant knowledge needed to complete a discussion text to the best of their abilities. Thus, the pre-test was conducted at the start of the research study. As Cohen et al (2011) has argued that it is essential to conduct the pre-test at the start of research to unveil the initial abilities of all students within the class. The pre-test was then marked using a criterion-referenced format (Cohen et al 2011), as the Welsh National Guidelines for KS3 History were used as the mark scheme (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008).


Crucially, the pre-test spanned across three, one hour lessons. In the first hour, pupils were required to complete a ‘planning template’ sheet (see Appendix E) to help them identify the points they wished to include in their discussion texts. Essentially, this planning technique was based on the work of Sue Palmer (2010) and the School’s Policy for the implementation of a discussion text within the subject area’s Scheme of Work.  In addition to this, pupils were given ‘thinking’ and ‘discussion’ time to ponder over the question: “Do you think the Black Death could have been prevented?” Pupils were then required to provide reasons as to why the Black Death could or could not have been prevented during feedback. Essentially, this ‘thinking’ and ‘discussion’ time was implemented in order for pupils to progress from lower end to higher-end levels of thinking and learning. This is based on the principles of the revised Bloom’s Taxonomy (2001); because pupils were first expected to retrieve the relevant knowledge and then use this knowledge to answer the pre-intervention and post-intervention test questions by evaluating their points and making an overall judgement (IACBE, 2016). As required by the format of the teacher training, the class teacher observed the lesson. She stated that: “pupils were using last lesson’s work to help with today’s task- clearly building on their knowledge (Llywellyn, 2018:15).

Moreover, I considered this feedback component of the lesson to be vital, as it ensured that all pupils could access the lesson and would have some points to write for their discussion texts. Crucially, this decision was again, influenced by the literature because academics have suggested that formative assessment can lead to higher levels of pupil attainment (Clarke, 2008, Black & Wiliam 1998a). In particular, Clarke (2008:10) notes that effective formative assessment can include: “engineering effective classroom discussions…activating students as teaching and learning resources for each other”.  Thus, I tried to incorporate both of these forms of formative assessment in to the discussion text planning phase and throughout the intervention. Importantly, this attempt was noted by the class teacher as she stated that: “the feedback from pupils helped others to complete their plan” (Llywellyn, 2018:15).). Although the task was implemented to assist with the collection of the pre-test data, it was still paramount that learners’ were making visible progress in order to meet all curricular and cross- curricular responsibilities (Welsh Government 2013, Donaldson 2015). 

In lessons two and three of the pre-test, pupils were then required to complete their discussion texts and complete their SAPA stickers. After professional conversations with the class teacher, I decided it was important that lower attainment pupils received more scaffolding support for the task. This included providing these students with: sentence starters or discussion text writing frames. Essentially, this ensured that all pupils received enough support to understand and complete the requirements of the task (Black et al 2004, Hattie & Timperley 2007, Thomas et al 2011). In addition to this, all pupils were provided with learning mats that featured a range of connective words to support them when writing their discussion texts. I distributed these around the tables and pupils had the option to use them if they wished to. I decided to distribute these additional resources, as I knew that there was a possibility that some pupils would not feel comfortable to ask for additional support in front of their peers (Topping 2013, Harris & Brown 2013).  Moreover, I thought it was necessary to provide scaffolding support to all pupils because they are all in the early stages of their secondary school education. Therefore, they still need to be provided with the necessary support to ensure that their literacy skills improve accordingly.   

After the write up of the discussion text, pupils were then asked to self and peer-assess the discussion texts using the SAPA texts (see Appendix A). Crucially, pupils had been exposed to the use of the SAPA stickers before and this meant they had the skills needed to complete SAPA effectively (Black & Wiliam 1998b, Harris & Brown 2013). All of the pupils’ books were then collected at the end of the third lesson; marked using the Welsh Government’s level descriptors and ‘Close the Gap’ stickers were produced with individual targets for each individual student (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008).  Pupils then completed a ‘STAR task’, which involved the construction of a list. This list would provide pupils with an individualised success-criterion that would be referred to throughout the course of the topic. Importantly, Clarke (2008) has suggested that is essential that pupils generate their own success criteria during formative assessment tasks. This is because it allows pupils to feel a sense of ownership and control over their own learning (Clarke, 2008). However it was still paramount that I modelled good SAPA, as pupils still needed guidance in order to devise strategies to work on their individual goals and targets (Harris & Brown 2013, Hattie & Timperley 2007, Black et al 2004). Thus, the lists were produced using a mixture of student and teacher-led forms of assessment, because it was believed that the combination of methods would best assist pupils to learn the skills needed to become effective learners (Noonan & Duncan 2005, Black et al 2004).

Significantly, the post-test data was collected using an identical method to the pre-test data. Again, after the data collection, pupils were asked to complete the SAPA stickers and I marked the tests. The data from both tests was then analysed to identify whether or not pupils progressed during the course of the intervention. Crucially, the qualitative levels given for each individual were converted in to quantitative levels for data analysis to take place (see Table 1). As it has been suggested that the use of both qualitative and quantitative data in research can lead to more precise and reliable results (Reams & Twale 2008, Cohen et al 2011, Cohen et al 2007).








 

	Qualitative Level
	Quantitative Level

	3a
	3.1

	3b
	3.2

	3c
	3.3

	4a
	4.1

	4b
	4.2

	4c
	4.3

	5a
	5.1

	5b
	5.2

	5c
	5.3

	6a
	6.1

	6b
	6.2

	6c
	6.3

















Table 1: Relationship between the qualitative and quantitative levels. 

Figure 1: Graph showing pupils’ pre-intervention and post-intervention test results.
Firstly, the mean for the pre-intervention test was calculated using pupils’ individual pre-intervention test scores the ‘Quantitative Levels’ from Table 1. Interestingly, the mean from the pre-test was calculated to be 4.1. Thus, the pre-intervention average for Class X was calculated to be a 4a. Importantly, the ‘Qualitative Levels’ seen in Table 1, represent School X’s policy for marking assessed pieces of work. Essentially, the banding of each level is used to represent the stage pupils are at within the level. For example, a 4a (or 4.1) demonstrates that a pupil is performing at the higher-end of a Level 4. Whereas, a 5c (or 5.3) shows that pupils are at the lower-end of a Level 5. Therefore, the pre-intervention test results suggest that pupils, on average, obtained a higher-level 4 mark. 

After the intervention phase, the mean was again calculated using the ‘Quantitative Levels’ and pupils’ individual post-intervention scores. Interestingly, the post-intervention test mean was calculated to be 4.7. Moreover, the results were rounded up or down to fit in to the threshold of the nearest available level category. Thus, the results were rounded up to the 5.3(or 5c), level category and this implies that pupils generally progressed during the research project. Crucially, as the study used a triangulation of techniques it does allow the results to possess a certain degree of validity (Denzin 1970, Campbell & Fiske 1959, Cohen et al 2007).  However, this ‘improvement’ must be regarded with caution because external factors could have caused the increase or decrease in pupils’ individual scores (Marsden & Torgerson, 2012). 

Despite this, it is still important to note that the majority of pupils did not under perform during the course of the study; as the test results indicated that: 9 pupils improved and 9 pupils stayed at the same level. Thus, suggesting that the intervention could have had a positive impact on pupils’ ability to reflect on targets and use them to improve (Sebba et al 2008). Interestingly, this finding supports the literature as some pupils displayed an ability to become more critical in their writing and work in a more structured way (Ratminingsih et al, 2017). Moreover, the findings suggest that pupils could have engaged in ‘self-regulation’ by referring to the targets from their lists before they constructed their responses to the post-intervention test question (Hattie & Timperley 2007, Harris et al 2015). Additionally, the results could be interpreted to be similar to those found in Harrison et al’s (2015) study; because it could be argued that the intervention allowed pupils to develop their self-awareness and self-reflection. Thus, allowing them to progress in the curriculum and engage in deeper learning (Lynch et al 2012). 

Unfortunately, 4 pupils did have lower test results in the post-intervention test. Therefore, the test results could also imply that the intervention did not have a positive effect on all of the pupils in Class X. Arguably, this decrease in test score could have been influenced by a variety of factors. For example, Pupil Q received support from a Teaching Assistant (TA) during the pre-intervention discussion text, but did not receive any TA support during the post-intervention discussion text; and this lack of support could have had a significant effect on the pupil’s final grade. Therefore, I support the arguments made by Tsivitanidou et al (2011), as it is clear that understanding the effects of formative assessment is difficult, due its complex nature and interpretation. 

Conclusion

To conclude, this Action Research project was conducted in order to investigate the impact SAPA has on helping learners’ to develop the skills needed to be reflective learners. Thus, I attempted to discover SAPA’s effectiveness by answering the following research questions:
· Does feedback from self- and peer-assessment help pupils improve their test scores?
· Do pupil-generated targets effectively assist learners to develop the reflective skills needed for discussion-based texts?

Firstly, it is important to note that both of these research questions are interlinked and therefore, cannot be answered independently. This is because pupils must develop their ability to be reflective through SAPA; and this ability to be reflective, should assist them to correctly engage with discussion-based texts. Evidently, the use of SAPA in a teaching and learning environment, is complex (Tsivitanidou et al 2011, Topping 2003). Therefore, all evidence from this study should be regarded with caution; as it is clear that more than one form of SAPA and/or more than one factor can impact students’ scores in summative tests. Essentially, the test results indicated that the feedback from SAPA did help some pupils improve their test scores; and this indication is similar to other studies within the established research (Black & Wiliam 1998a, Harris et al 2015, Sanchez et al 2017). As the results showed that 9 out of the 22 pupils’ results did improve from the pre-intervention test to the post-intervention test by at least one sub-level. Interestingly, 3 pupils improved so much that they were placed in to a new level entirely. As one pupil went from a 5a to a 6c and two other pupils progressed from a 3c to a 4c. 

Crucially, the results could indicate that formative assessment can positively impact on pupils’ achievement and this supports the established literature (William 2013, Black & Wiliam 1998a, Clarke 2008). However, it must be noted that teacher-led assessment (through the CtG stickers); could have played a role in helping pupils improve their test results. Thus the study supports the work of Yaghoubi & Mobin (2015), as the findings suggest that a combination of student-led and teacher-led assessment strategies can be used to improve students’ engagement and attainment levels. 

Arguably, the results could also indicate that the production of pupil-generated targets can assist pupils to develop the reflective skills needed for discussion-based texts. Thus, supporting the findings of other research studies that suggest that SAPA helps pupils to develop their self-regulation and ability to critically evaluate topics and tasks (Harris & Brown 2013, Harris et al 2015). Generally, I believe pupils engaged better with the post-intervention test question compared to the pre-intervention test question. Essentially this supports the established literature, as this observation could demonstrate that involving pupils in the process of analysis allows them to effectively review and improve on their own work, and also the work of their peers (Clarke 2008, Mowl & Pain 1995, Lynch et al 2012). Moreover, there is a possibility that pupils’ increased level of engagement could have contributed to the consistency or improvement in the results. However, I recognise that external factors could have also impacted pupils’ levels of engagement. For example, the post-intervention test was completed in the first week back after half term. Therefore, it is possible that pupils’ energy and concentration levels were higher after the mid-term break.  

In addition, I would argue that the conclusions from Black & Wiliam’s (1998a) work are similar to this study. This is because the results from both studies imply that pupils need to be properly trained if they are to see and reap the benefits from SAPA. Similarly, I believe the findings support the work of other academic work; as it was clear during the course of the study that I still needed to assist pupils to learn the skills needed for SAPA (Thomas et al 2011, Noonan & Duncan 2005, Black et al 2004). Despite this, I think that the generation of individual lists did help pupils to develop the skills needed for discussion-based texts. Particularly, when their lists included targets such as: providing more than one point for the for/against side of the text and providing full explanations to show why the points they are making are significant. 

Ultimately, I think that the outcomes from this research study will impact on my future practice within the classroom. As from this intervention, I have realised that it is paramount to include pupils in all aspects of their learning and this includes assessment. I think this because it was clear throughout the intervention that SAPA allowed pupils to: draw upon and develop individual strengths and weaknesses; engage fully with lessons; build self-esteem and in some cases, increase attainment (Mowl & Pain 1995, Sebba et al 2008). Crucially, I also believe that SAPA will gain a growing importance under the requirements of the New Curriculum in Wales that will be integrated in to our education system by 2022. This is because the curriculum will require pupils to learn not only the content of the curriculum; but also acquire skills that will assist them in their working lives (Welsh Government 2017, Donaldson 2015). Therefore, I think that SAPA will become a central component of formative assessment. As it will help us, as teachers, to develop capable, independent, reflective learners that are willing to adapt and learn throughout their whole lives (Donaldson, 2015). 
Limitations 

Despite the many positive aspects of the research, there were still some limitations to the study. Firstly, as this study used what Cohen et al (2007: 113) terms a “convenience sample”, participants were selectively chosen for the research study. So, I accept that I ignored much of the wider population during the selection process. Thus, it is impossible to generalise the findings to a wider context (Cohen et al 2007, Cohen et al 2011). However, I had full knowledge of the fact that the findings from this research would not be able to represent the broader population. Rather, I wanted to have findings that represented and echoed the changes and challenges of the teaching and learning environment in my Year 7 class in a Welsh Secondary School (Cohen et al 2011). Nevertheless, using this sample method is a limitation of the study. 

Secondly, I recognise that using a single-group pre-and post-intervention test research design could have been a limitation of the study. This is because previous studies have suggested that the use of this method could implement a series of biases in to the study (Marsden & Torgerson 2012, Cohen et al 2011). However, I did try to “counter-balance” this limitation by providing pupils with two versions of the ‘same’ test (Marsden & Torgerson: 585). Moreover, due to the nature of SAPA, the research study and SAPA tasks took a lot of time to complete and this has been noted in the literature (Ratminingsih et al 2017). Therefore, it would have been extremely difficult to use more than one group during the action research project due to time constraints. However, if I were to complete a similar study again I would definitely apply the intervention to more than one group; as I think it would provide me with data that has greater reliability and validity. 

Thirdly, after completing the intervention I realised that there was a drawback to using the SAPA stickers. This is because all pupils were given SAPA stickers in a standard format. Really this could be considered to be a limitation of the study, because there is a possibility that some lower attainment pupils would not be able to access the task. As it is possible that some pupils would not fully understand the vocabulary used on the stickers and therefore, would not be able to use the SAPA stickers to their full advantage. Crucially, this extra form of scaffolding or differentiation would ensure that pupils could improve the skills they needed to effectively use SAPA (Thomas et al 2011). However, I did not see this as an issue during the time of the intervention. This is because I knew that pupils had already been taught the skills needed to use the SAPA stickers; and thus, were all more than capable of taking control of their own learning (Clarke 2008, Black & Wiliam 1998b, Noonan & Duncan 2005). Although, if I was to complete an Action Research study on SAPA again, I would definitely make sure that I adapted the SAPA stickers to ensure that lower attainment and/or students with poor literacy could fully address the weaknesses of their work (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). 

Finally, the results are restricted to the context of the research group and this is a limitation of the study. This is because the research was conducted with one class, in one secondary school in Wales. Thus, the findings cannot be generalised to other school contexts and/or cultures. As the teaching and learning experience provided to pupils can range widely across Swansea, Wales and indeed, the rest of the U.K. Essentially, this again highlights the complexity of implementing SAPA, as it can be suggested that the pupils, staff, school and local context determine its success.  However, I believe that this research has provided a useful case study to the academic literature, as the findings potentially suggest that the development of SAPA skills, allows pupils to evolve in to the reflective, successful learners that are required in today’s society (Sebba et al 2008, Lynch et al 2012, Harrison & Mcnamara 2015, Peng 2010). Thus, the findings from this study contrast those of Tsivitanidou et al (2011). 

Essentially, I think the positives drawn from the study outweighed the limitations. Moreover, I think that the results indicated that SAPA could be a successful tool for teachers to use to build learners to become the reflective, independent, capable, ethical citizens that we need in today’s society (Donaldson, 2015). Therefore, I will continue to use SAPA as a tool in my teaching and learning environment; as I believe that it can help learners to develop essential skills such as: communication and literacy skills. However next time I use SAPA in my classroom, I will ensure that all learners can fully access the task by providing differentiated versions of the resource.  

Word Count: 7981 words. 
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Appendix A: Self- and peer-assessment sticker. 
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Appendix B: Whole School Marking Policy
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Appendix C: Close the Gap stickers 
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Appendix D: Example of lists ‘STAR’ task
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Appendix E: Discussion text template sheet
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Graph to show a comparison between pupils' pre-test and post-test scores
Pre-Test Result	A	B	C	D	E	F	G	H	I	J	K	L	M	N	O	P	Q	R	S	T	U	V	5.1	5.2	5.1	5.3	4.2	4.3	4.2	4.3	5.1	5.3	5.1	5.1	5.2	5.2	4.2	4.2	4.3	3.3	5.3	4.3	3.3	3.3	Post-Test Result	A	B	C	D	E	F	G	H	I	J	K	L	M	N	O	P	Q	R	S	T	U	V	6.3	5.1	5.1	5.3	4.3	5.3	4.2	4.2	5.1	5.3	5.2	5.2	5.1	5.2	4.2	4.2	3.3	4.3	5.2	4.2	3.3	4.3	Pupils in Class X
Level Awarded
image2.emf
 


image3.png
Y7 PEER/SELF ASSESSMENT

DISCUSSION WRITING

Writer

Success Criteria

Does the piece of writing...

®

1._Suit the reader and purpose? (W1)

2. Have the appropriate presentation for a
discussion text (paragraphs and sections), using
ICT where appropriate? (W4)

3. Explain ideas fully, showing implications and
consequences? (W2)

CiC)
/

4. Select and organise ideas and information
to give a clear and full account? (W7)

5. Use paragraphs to organise longer pieces
of writing into sections? (W8)

6. Use impersonal language fo convey ideas
and information? (W9)

7. Use varied and appropriate subject specific
language? (W10)

8. Use a range of sentence structures
choosing connectives fo make meaning clear?
(wi1)

9. Use logical connectives hat develop an
argument? (therefore, because of) (W11)

10. Use oppositional connectives that indicate
contrast? (however, nevertheless) (W11)

11, Include simple, compound and complex
sentences written with grammatical accuracy?
wil)

12.Use a range of punctuation? (A,?":") (W12)

13.Refer to expert opinion?

14, Use facts and figures?

Marked by:
Went Well

o o_)o\l,‘\ow\aho\d‘.s

wesn





image4.png
CODES

CAPITALS | PUNCTUATION SELF NUMERACY |
INCOMPLETE | VERBAL FEEDBA
ﬁ. - PARAMH ASSESSMENT B . -
O O V% Pur'ple V4
Verbal
@ @ Feedback
|

Bl | Mis-spelt high | The To be placed where | Symbol is The main discussion
A frequency : mcorrec‘f the correct inserted where points should be noted” il
- | word or topic | letter will be | punctuation should | a new Computat '0"“' alongside the stamp. 7
| | related word circled. be. paragraph is error or
| | is underlined | [Missing needed. simple
| | andacircled | capital workings |
‘ S is writtenin | letter & mistake Tk
margin. incorrect ;
’ use of the A ‘ N
e the C@ltﬁl i |
| ords x3. | letter E":""ﬁ':y N
it accuracy: 94
| identified] *Reading / i
drawing a il
). scale. e
k- *Construction g
} *Using units ‘ : S





image5.png
CLOSE THE GAP MARKING

TARGET GRADE/SUB LEVEL 5a CURRENT GRADE (KS4) CURRENT PROGRESS (KS3: X/Y/Z)

: EVEN BETTER IF m WlLL 1 IMPROVE MY WORK?

| ;
l WWW: WHAT WENT WELL EBI

You used good examples to support your | Provide more facts and figures in your il imQroce

poims s et o b &IM oiish
'You addressed both sides of the You learn your spelling corrections. J‘«c S k k
argument U QeBussion B

PUPIL SIGNATURE:

TEACHER SIGNATURE:




image6.png




image7.png
‘f‘)@{-’b Séﬂrkot {'O ’OSA
LA ; Al





image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
¥ Drindod Dew Sant

J University of Wales
Trinity Saint David





e
e




