Self-assessment and self-evaluation are important components of an individual's learning journey. Since the publication of Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam's influential article 'Inside the Black Box: Raising Standards Through Classroom Assessment'  two decades ago (Black and Wiliam, 1998), the notion of using formative assessment strategies to enhance learning and create autonomous learners has gained significant traction. When considering the principles of self-assessment and self-evaluation through the prism of a personal learning journey, it seems important to first consider any particular factors that may have had an impact on the direction of that journey. Consequently, this reflective essay explores any characteristics unique to the mature age student cohort that may have an impact on their learning strategies and success, before examining learner response to feedback in the context of a defined block of teaching practice and on academic assignments across a three-year period of study. 
Learning and the mature age student
Hoskins, Newstead and Dennis (1997), who studied the degree performance of students across a five year period in the first half of the 1990s, found that mature students outperformed their younger counterparts, with mature students aged over 25 recording the best results. They speculated that a key factor in the superior performance was student motivation, referring to further studies by Richardson (1994, cited in Hoskins, Newstead and Dennis, 1997, p. 325) that described mature students as having more suitable approaches to study and by Newstead et al (1996, cited in Hoskins, Newstead and Dennis, 1997, p. 325) that showed that mature students were more likely to be motivated to study by the desire for self-improvement rather than the pursuit of an extrinsic goal. A similar study carried out more than two decades later also found that mature students outperformed younger students (Sheard, 2009). While there are certain limitations to both the Hoskins, Newstead and Dennis study and the later Sheard study - notably that in each case results of just a single institution were examined and, in addition, the Sheard study was limited to a single discipline - there nevertheless appears to be sufficient evidence to suggest that the mature age cohort at the very least is not inherently disadvantaged in higher education and in practice may be expected to outperform their younger counterparts. 
It is interesting, therefore, to examine further any characteristics of mature students that may underpin this apparent discrepancy in academic performance, including the successful negotiation of any barriers that are unique to this age group. Although the generalisability of the findings of the literature in this area is somewhat compromised by small sample sizes and a focus on a single discipline and/or institution, nevertheless certain themes consistently appear across the various studies. A key theme to emerge is that mature students lack confidence in their academic abilities (Pearce, 2017,  Shanahan, 2000 and Regan, 1996), although this may be mitigated in certain circumstances by being able to draw on life and work experiences (Shanahan, 2000). Both Shanahan (2000) and Willans and Seary (2011) talk about the mature student feeling as though they are juggling a high pressure combination of student responsibilities and interactions with their home and family lives that, although stressful for the individual, builds a resiliency that enables the student overcome challenges. While seen as a desirable attribute, whether this resiliency unequivocally improves academic performance is unclear; for example, Sheard (2009, p.199) noted that "…the present study's findings suggest that the influence of commitment, and of hardiness in general, on academic success appears to be modest". ('Hardiness' in this study was conceptualised as being comprised of commitment, control and challenge.)
It is also instructive to explore mature students' learning styles. Lake and Boyd (2015) found that the older a student is the more likely they are to adopt a deep learning approach and a deep interest in their studies, with the mature student typically drawing on a broader life experience, wider reading and self-reliance to organise their learning strategies. Ofori (2000) suggested that mature students are more assertive and so engage with one-to-one contact and discussions with teaching staff, this type of interaction resulting in a deep approach to learning and studying. In addition, Brown (1993, cited in Ofori, 2000, p. 307) observed that older students may be better able to adapt to the "demands of autonomous, student-centred approaches to teaching and learning in a university environment".
From a personal perspective, the picture painted of the mature student carries a certain resonance. Although the university is very accommodating of students of all age groups, there remains the feeling that it is an environment designed for young people (Pearce, 2017) and that, perhaps while not feeling stigmatised as suggested by Mallman and Lee (2014), there is nevertheless some sense of being excluded from dominant student culture and not fully participating in the 'informal networks' over which important informal information is shared (Christie et al, 2005, cited in Pearce, 2017, p.6). It would seem likely that this feeling of partial exclusion could lead mature age students to rely even further on the self in their learning strategies. In my own learning, it feels as though experience gained in my working life that has required me to produce often externally reviewed work to a fixed timetable has indeed enabled me to adapt reasonably well to autonomous learning, while having children of school age has led me deeper into education studies subjects than I am sure would have been the case for my younger self. 
Just about surviving: reflecting on teaching practice
Self-reflection is a key element of teaching. Pollard (2008) conceptualises reflective teaching practice as a spiral of lifelong professional development, where continual reflection on - and evaluation of - the practice of teaching builds professional competence. Lisle (2006, p.118) defines it as 'learning-in-practice' while Dewey, in contrasting reflective action with routine action, described the former as involving a willingness on the part of the practitioner to engage with the notion of continual self-evaluation and self-assessment to feed ongoing professional development (1993, cited in Pollard, 2008, p.14). According to Belvis et al (2013, pp.288-289), reflective practice has "enormous potential in improving teaching and learning processes in classrooms and in optimising teaching practice" and as a consequence it is a methodology that is embedded in teacher education throughout the United Kingdom. In Wales, the New Deal for the education workforce and its associated professional learning model includes a particular focus on reflective practice as an essential component of professional development (Estyn, 2014).
The process of reflection is multi-faceted and involves the teacher in monitoring, observing and collecting information about their own and their students' intentions, actions and feelings. The teacher must then critically examine this information and, where necessary, make adjustments to their core practice of planning, making provision and acting (ie., delivering lessons) (Pollard, 2008). This requirement for self-evaluation is also evident in the model for planning for and applying successful formative assessment strategies in the classroom as proposed by Briggs et al (2008). Notwithstanding its effectiveness, a practice that requires constant critical self-evaluation is not without its risks to the teacher. As Brookfield (2017) notes, being critically reflective is not easy and admitting to mistakes can be damaging both to the teacher's self-image and to their professional reputation. He also highlights the "epistemological risk of having your clarity of understanding muddied" (2017, p.226) where deep examination of an issue can lead the practitioner to the conclusion that the problem may be far more complicated than previously assumed and this can heighten a sense of 'impostorship'.

For the trainee teacher, reflective practice may not be achievable until a number of developmental stages have been negotiated. Pollard (2008) categorises a trainee's development according to four different stages: beginning teaching, supervised teaching, from teaching to learning and, finally, reflective teaching. 'Beginning teaching' is summed up rather succinctly as 'survival' and is a stage during which the trainee is heavily dependent on relationships with mentors and tutors to make sense of the classroom environment. The 'supervised teaching' stage sees trainees begin to assert more control of the teaching and learning but with mentors and tutors continuing to play a large role in providing guidance in an environment of supported self-assessment. Once the trainee reaches the 'from teaching to learning' they begin to focus away from the act of teaching and to examine the content of the lessons they deliver and the learning that results from them. During this stage while trainees may have settled on a strategy for keeping students engaged and on task, they frequently fail to look critically at the actual learning that takes place in their lessons. They may also continue to feel uncertain about classroom management and so are reluctant to experiment with different teaching strategies. Despite a growing autonomy, trainees still require some input from mentors and tutors to move them past this stage.
My teaching experiences spanned much of my first year of undergraduate study, beginning with a single 'micro-teaching' experience approximately one month after commencing the course. This was followed by a short school placement of one day a week for a month before the Christmas holidays with the main eight-week placement block taking place between late January and late March. In retrospect, Pollard's (2008) stages of development mirror my experience rather accurately. The micro-teaching session and subsequent taster placement were characterised primarily by the requirement to observe and adapt to the rhythms and routines of the classroom. With the total teaching time across these two experiences totalling no more than 90 minutes, mentor and tutor feedback focused almost exclusively on classroom management techniques. Classroom management remained a priority in the opening week of the main placement block although following advice from my mentor I was then able to copy "ready-made strategies…and begin to 'act' like a teacher" (Pollard, 2008, p.41). Nevertheless, there remained a strong feeling of the impostor syndrome identified by Brookfield (2017), the attempt to "look as though you know what you're doing even though you know you're just muddling through the day trying not to fall on your face" (p. 227). Gradually over the weeks that followed, regular feedback from my in-school mentors and supervising tutor (in the form of informal face-to-face feedback, weekly benchmarking of my progress against set standards and a fixed number of lesson observations) gave me the tools to begin to evaluate my own progress. Occasional formative assessment opportunities enabled me to begin to appreciate the value of sharing learning intentions and success criteria with the learner to allow them to assess their own progress (Wiliam, 2018) while teaching a single focused task to successive groups allowed me to experiment with making immediate adjustments to my teaching in response to evidence (Wiliam & Black, 1996). Although I decided not to pursue the teaching degree after the first year, I believe that the reflective habits learned during my teaching practice experience stood me in good stead for my further studies.
The power of assessment
As noted by Gikandi, Morrow and Davis (2011) formal higher education has assessment at its heart. Bransford, Brown and Cocking (2000, cited in Gikandi, Morrow and Davis, 2011, p. 2,334) identified that assessment is fundamental to the teaching and learning process as it provides a mechanism for learners to demonstrate their current abilities and to receive support that enables them to move their learning forward. Wiliam (2018) identified the ultimate goal of the formative assessment process as being to activate learners as owners of their own learning by giving them the tools to be able to successfully evaluate their own progress and determine how they can improve, with constructive feedback a key element of this. Hattie and Timperley (2007) found that providing feedback to learners most effectively enhances learning not only when it is linked to clearly identified learning goals but also when it is related to self-regulation - ie. "autonomy, self-control, self-direction and self-discipline" (p. 93). Nguyen (2012) notes that one of the essential roles of university teachers is to help students to learn autonomously, echoing earlier work by Ramsden (2003) who proposed strategies such as discussing assessment expectations with students as a way of boosting independent learning. One way in which assessment expectations can be discussed and performance evaluated and fed back on is through the use of marking rubrics. These may be holistic rubrics, that aggregate all categories into a single mark or grade, or analytic rubrics. The analytic rubric is formatted as a table with each of the marking criteria set out in rows, for which an individual mark can be given. When used as a tool for delivering feedback, these may help students to better understand the basis of their marks and to enable them to improve their future performance (Francis, 2018) although it is somewhat contested whether providing a rubric may in fact limit students' development of core skills (Greenberg, 2015, cited in Francis, 2018). Furthermore, it appears that to be fully effective it is important that students are given the opportunity to engage with the marking rubric rather than simply being informed that it is available (Francis, 2018). Both Heagney and Benson (2017) and Shanahan (2000) make reference to the value of lecturer feedback to the mature student subjects of their studies, finding that feedback provided promptly helped to build confidence and motivation. Nevertheless, some subjects qualified their comments by noting that in some cases lecturer feedback was perceived to be too brief or was provided too late to be of any help when completing the next assignment. While it is important to reiterate that the small sample sizes and institution-specific nature of these studies mean that caution should be exercised when trying to generalise from their results, their findings largely echo my own experience of the value of feedback. Overall, my module marks have shown a steady, if unspectacular, improvement over the last three years rising from low 60s at the beginning of my first year to mid 70s currently and I attribute much of the improvement to the feedback from teaching staff, specifically the use and discussion of model answers (recommended by Ramsden, 2003, as an excellent form of feedback) and the sharing of learning intentions and criteria (Wiliam, 2018) through detailed explanations of assessment requirements in conjunction with uncompleted marking rubrics. Post-assessment feedback, where marks are assigned to the individual criteria of an analytic marking rubric together with accompanying written comments has been very valuable, allowing me to more easily identify the areas in which I have performed well and those which need more work. As an example, comparatively poor scores for the 'audience engagement' component of a recent presentation enabled me to pinpoint this weakness and ensure that I addressed it more satisfactorily in subsequent presentations.
Conclusion

There appears to be strong evidence to show that constructive feedback provided in a timely manner can enhance students' learning and help them learn to evaluate and assess their own progress and to develop into autonomous learners. In higher education, the use of feedback can boost students' confidence (including those from cohorts where a lack of confidence seems inherent, such as mature students) and accurate communication of assignment expectations together with the use of marking rubrics can both enhance students' autonomy and improve their academic performance. From my own experience, the feedback tools provided by teaching staff have been important factors in enabling me to self-assess and self-evaluate and to move the learning forward.
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