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ECAD5010 – Researching the learning: what, how and why am I teaching?

Design and conduct a small-scale research study, and critically evaluate the impact of chosen research tools and data/findings on the learner and on your professional practice. 

I conducted a small scare research study based upon the assessment for learning strategy of peer assessment. Within this research, I proposed the research question of ‘what are staff and year 6 students’ perceptions on peer assessment?’ The purpose of this research was to gain an insight of opinions regarding the implementation of this strategy within KS2 and to highlight the importance – or lack thereof regarding the use of peer assessment. This research study took place within School C containing around 294 students. 32% of students within the school have been identified has being eligible for free school meals, which is about average in Wales, with the average statistic being 19%. In addition to this, School C has identified 54% of students having additional learning needs, which again is above the national average of 21%, but the school offers a special teaching facility which majority of students with ALN attends. It has also been identified that there are very few pupils within the care of the local authority. Furthermore, many of the students attending the school are of white British ethnicity and identifies very few students with EDL. (Estyn, 2018). The aim of this assignment is to critically evaluate the findings surrounding the perceptions of peer assessment as an assessment for learning strategy from the perspective of year 6 students and KS2 teaching facilitators. 

          Peer assessment is defined as an assessment for learning strategy and is a process that allows students to evaluate the work of their peers, and in return provide students with feedback based around formative assessment. It can be implemented in multiple different ways including through feedback as a form of formative peer assessment and then grading and reviewing as a form of summative peer assessment. (Sadler, 1989). Peer assessment is heavily associated with constructivist theories, due to the emphasis of the importance of social interaction and building key social skills, and the importance of collaborative learning within student’s educational experiences. (Topping, 2009). The constructivism theory suggests that learning is an active process which relies on social interaction and collaboration between peers as well as teachers. (Piaget, 1976). Which therefore suggests that by students taking part in peer assessment, students build upon and construct their knowledge, assisting in students gaining a deeper understanding within their learning and develop their higher order thinking skills. (Piaget, 1976). This can be supported by Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, as he suggests the implementation of peer assessment within learning allows for students to be provided with key opportunities for social interaction and cognitive development due to the encouragement of discussion, negotiation and debating and through exchanging feedback with one another. (Vygotsky, 1978). Within this theory, Vygotsky also highlights the importance of implicating a more knowledgeable other (MKO) within pupils learning, which is defined as an individual with more knowledge or experience. Although this is typically classed as a teacher or adult, it can also refer to more abled and talented students (MAT) to provide their peers with the opportunity of higher attainment through guidance and encouragement from a skilled partner. (Mcleod, 2022).

There have been multiple studies in which the benefits of implementing peer assessment have been proven in improving student’s learning outcomes. For example, it is argued by Black and William (1998), who are key theorists regarding assessment for learning, that the use of peer assessment helps to promote active engagement, critical thinking skills and also cognitive development. (Black and Wiliam, 1998). They also discuss how the use of this strategy assists students in developing the ability to identify their own goals and the gain a better understanding of the purpose and importance of their learning. (Black and Wiliam, 1998). Additionally, this argument is supported by Falchikov and Goldfinch (2000) who suggested that peer assessment has aided and enhanced students’ abilities to self-regulate and be self-efficient due to this assessment for learning strategy providing students with opportunities to take ownership of their learning and monitor their own progress. (Falchikov and Goldfinch, 2000). Topping (2009) also claims that peer assessment provides a positive impact on students cognitive and social behaviour development due to the fact this strategy helps students develop their critical thinking and problem-solving skills, whilst also helping the improvement if students ability to provide and receive constructive feedback effectively. (Topping, 2009). Although in contrast to this, Topping (2009) also identified limitations and challenges to peer assessment. One being that there can often be issues regarding fairness, reliability and bias within the feedback provided by peers. (Topping, 2009). Falchikov (1995) supports this idea by identifying concerns regarding students’ ability to provide constructive feedback for reasoning such as biased opinions towards friends, but also potentially due to peer assessment having the potential to increase competitive behaviours and compassion between peers. (Falchikov, 1995). Furthermore, Topping (2009) suggests that the validity and effectiveness of peer assessment can be influenced by multiple different factors at no fault of the students. (Topping, 2009). For example, Topping (2009) suggests that the quality of assessment guidance provided to students, the training level and experience of teachers implementing peer assessment and the task in which peer assessment is implemented in can all have both negative and positive influences on students ability to peer assess effectively, which he then in return advices teachers to be mindful of. He suggests that in order for peer assessment to have a successful impact on learning, teachers must provide high quality support and guidance to students to ensure that the process of peer assessment is completed not only effectively, but fairly. (Topping, 2009).

Despite the limitations and challenges regarding the use of peer assessment, it can still be seen and defined as a valuable approach to promoting student engagement, self-regulation, self-efficiency and learning outcomes within education. It has been identified that providing students with opportunities to participate in providing and receiving peer feedback, collaborating and reflecting, this assessment for learning strategy helps to promote a pupil centred learning environment which encourages pupil engagement and participation, and also cognitive and social development. 

         The methodology implemented within this research in order to collect relevant data to support research ideas is the ‘Mosaic Approach”. The Mosaic Approach is a way of collecting data through the use of the ‘voice of the child’ due to the fact it heavily relies on using a blended approach of research strategies in order to gain an insight into the way a child views life and the way they interpret how they think and feel personally and about their outdoor environment. One of the key principles of the approach is to recognise children as active participants in their own learning, which this approach ensures by treating students as collaborators within research by exploring their interests, perspectives and experiences within education through the use of semi-structured interviews or focus groups to collect qualitative data. The main idea behind this approach is to collect data through a large variety of research strategies that are considered by Clark and Moss as ‘individual tiles” to then use together to create one big picture to support a research topic. This can be seen as a flexible and creative way of research as it gives researchers the opportunity to trial and implement as many research strategies as necessary to gain a richer insight and gather more credible evidence for support. (Clark, 2011). In order to obtain and collect data through this research, a questionnaire in order to collect quantitative data was provided to members of staff working within KS2 in School C. However, due to some of the questions asked, it also has the opportunity to provide qualitative data (see appendices for questionnaire template). This was to gather their perceptions surrounding the implementations of peer assessment within their teaching and learning, how they specifically implement it in their practice, both the challenges and benefits they face with peer assessment and if any, the other assessment for learning strategies they find most effective. Questionnaires are a very common method of collecting quantitative data within research by providing a selection of questions to multiple individuals at a time, however there are both many strengths and weaknesses to this method. For example, one strength of the use of questionnaires is that they can be seen as very efficient due to the fact they can be administered to large groups at a time which can be very effective in saving time when gathering data for research. (Fowler, 2013). However, in contrast of this, The Welsh Government (2015) suggests that the administration of questionnaires can provide a low response rate from participants, which can have a large effect of the data being collected due to having such a low source of quantitative data to support arguments, which can make research appear unreliable. (Welsh Government, 2015). Although, another strength of administering questionnaires is the opportunity for participants to provide honest and confidential responses due to the lack of need to disclose their identify and provide personal information. This can improve the quality of answers provided as it can allow participants to have more comfortability in answering candidly and honestly, without the need to be bias out of fear within social situations. (Dillman, Smyth and Christian, 2016). However, this again can also be contrasted as dependant on the participant, biased and inaccurate responses can still be provided due to providing answers they may believe to be more socially acceptable rather than providing their actual opinions or by answering in a way they believe to be more desirable towards the researcher. It is also common for answers to be inaccurate due to participants misinterpreting questions which can also be at fault of the researcher, or by answering questions without careful consideration and rushing through the questionnaire which can have an effect on the reliability of the findings. (Dillman, Smyth and Christian, 2016). Despite these contrasts, when implemented correctly and answered with careful consideration from participants, questionnaires can be extremely helpful in gathering a large source of information at once and in a shorter time frame.

       Whereas, in order to collect and gather qualitative data, an informal, semi-structured interview took place with a group of 7 year 6 students within School C to gain an insight to their perceptions of peer assessment being implemented into their learning. Interviews are again a common method of research in order to obtain more rich and in-depth data. There are multiple strengths weaknesses to this research method, one being the quality and depth of the data it can provide. When implementing interviews within research, it can provide rich and in-depth answers to support research ideas by directly engaging with participants. By asking open-ended questions and encouragement to expand on answers, it allows researchers to be able to gain an in-depth insight to the perspectives, experiences and emotions of the participants involved. (Rubin and Rubin, 2012). However, this strength can be contrasted as similarly to questionnaires, this provides participants with the opportunity to provide answers they may deem to be more socially acceptable rather than providing their true perceptions out of fear and pressure to conform to societal norms in a group setting, which can result in the data provided being biased and unreliable. (Rubin and Rubin, 2012). Another strength of the use of interviews is that it can provide researchers with flexibility in collecting their data. This is due to the fact that having an in-person conversation with participants regarding their research propositions, it allows researchers to adapt their questions and probe for more extensive answers which provides opportunities to delve deeper into specific areas of interest, or even gain an awareness of topics they may not have considered beforehand. (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). However, to contrast this point, due to interviews typically being conducted with a smaller sample size, it can reduce the generalisability of their findings. Despite the fact the answers may be rich and in-depth, this does not allow for the diversity of perspectives and experiences to be considered. (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).

In guidance with the Data Protection Act (2018), it was highlighted to teaching facilitators taking part in the questionnaire that it was anonymous and that all information and data gathered with be kept confidential. (UK Government, 2018). And in accordance with the BERA guidelines for conducting ethical research, the participation of the questionnaire is voluntary and participants and withdraw at any time they wish to. (British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018)). In addition to this, prior to conducting research, it was decided by School C that consent forms would need to be completed by parents and guardians of the students participating in the research first see appendices for consent form template). In addition to this, a consent form was sent to the head teacher in order to obtain consent to conduct the research within their school (see appendices for consent form template). Furthermore, before conducting the research, students were told in guidance of the Data Protection Act (2018) that they will remain anonymous and that pseudonyms would be used instead of their real names. (UK Government, 2018).  In addition to this, in guidance of the BERA guidelines for conducting research, all participants were made aware that they had the right to withdraw from the research at any time and that all data shared would remain confidential and only used towards a research study. (British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018)).

        The research study was undertaken in order to gather data regarding the research question of “what are staff and year 6 students’ perceptions of peer assessment?”. There was no prior knowledge regarding the perceptions of staff and students within School C, or whether it was implemented due to not having worked there previously in PTE. However, upon arrival of the research day, it was apparent that there was more of an emphasis on live marking rather than peer assessment due to it being implemented within the lessons in both the morning and afternoon. However, pupil discussions we encouraged in the middle of lessons, but not so much assessment. This did have an effect on multiple of the questions directed towards students during the semi-structured interview as it restricted the amount of depth they could go into with their answers due to not having this assessment for learning strategy implemented as often as others had been. However, all students were aware of what peer assessment was and how it could be used (see appendices for pupil responses). Although, this was slightly contrasted as when ask asked if students use peer assessment in class, it was a common reply amongst students that the often have discussions as a table regarding work as some students thought that ‘turning to your partner’ to discuss topics was peer assessment being implemented. However, after clarification, one student mentioned how they sometimes use peer assessment during maths when going over the answers as a class, but marking their peers’ books and on occasions, they use peer assessment during literacy lessons to correct SPAG. It was highlighted by all students that when they do use peer assessment in class, it something they enjoy to use and often prefer it over feedback from their teachers due to the pressures of getting answers right. However, some students discussed how they feel less pressure when it is marked by friends as they feel they describe how to get the right answer in a way that is easier for them to understand and the fear of getting answers wrong is reduced. They also suggested it is a more engaging and fun way to learn which they find benefits their learning. However, this could be suggested as biased due to one student stating ‘it is a way to spend more time with friends’ – which can contradict the answer of peer assessment being beneficial. Despite knowing what peer assessment is, the group of students suggest that they were not fully confident on how to mark their peers books and feel as though they need more guidance in how to do mark correctly and by having more time to do so. Finally, students suggested that they found peer assessment helps them learn better during core subjects such as Maths and Literacy. Their reasonings for this was because they are not fully confident in their capabilities within these subjects and found that the support of their peers has helped them progress better by explaining in a similar way for them to gain a better understanding. It was expected to have more in depth answers from collecting qualitative answers through the use of interviews. However, this has seemed to be a limitation as not all students were actively engaged within the interview process, despite being told it was voluntary. Despite giving prompting during the interview to gain more of an insight into why they had the perceptions they did on peer assessment; it was proven not to be successful as the answers given were not as detailed as it was hoped or expected to be. Despite this, the data collected has shown that students feel more at ease with peer assessment than they do live feedback from teachers due to the anxiety and pressure of getting answers wrong, which they feel is reduced when working with peers. 

Alongside completing interviews with students to gather qualitative data, a questionnaire in order to gather more quantitative data was provided to teaching practitioners within KS2 to complete. There were two limitations found relating to the implementation of questionnaires. One limitation is that preferably, more responses would have been gathered. Despite this, enough data was still collected in order to have differing perceptions to support my research questions (see appendices). The second limitation was the response time. Many questionnaires were completed after the research day, which did put a delay on collecting responses from the questionnaires. However, this is something can could potentially have been combatted by sending the questionnaires out even sooner. Despite this, enough data was provided to display a differing opinion than expected. All participants stated that they implemented assessment for learning in their classroom daily and that they implemented peer assessment. However, 80% of responses stated that peer assessment is a strategy in which they implemented monthly, compared to 20% stated it was implemented daily. In addition to this, participants were asked to rate the effectiveness of peer assessment in aiding pupil progression from 1-5, with 1 being not effective and 5 being very effective. This collected an average rating of 3.80, with only 20% stating they felt peer assessment was very effective. In response to this, participants were asked to briefly expand on why they had chosen that rating. This generated responses such as the effectiveness depending on the age of the children, the ability of the children and that they found there is more progression within their students when they self-assess. Practitioners were also asked to rank the effectiveness of all assessment for learning strategies. This generated a ranking of live feedback being the most effective assessment for learning strategy and peer assessment being the least effective strategy. Although despite this result, when asked how likely participants would be to recommend the continued use of peer assessment to student teachers/NQTS (1 being not at all and 5 being a definite continuation), it generated an average rating of 4, showing practitioners still see the benefits of peer assessment despite finding it the least effective. Furthermore, practitioners were asked what challenges they face when implementing peer assessment, if any. This generated responses such as potential bias rather than referring to success criteria’s, a lack of confident in sharing work with their peers and ensuring peer assessment is used correctly and effectively.

         In conclusion, the data collected through this research study regarding the implementation of peer assessment within learning has displayed mixed opinions between year 6 students and KS2 teachers, showing both the positives and the negatives of this assessment for learning strategy. The research data has suggested that year 6 students do enjoy the implementation of peer assessment due to suggesting they experience more anxiety surrounding getting feedback from teachers for different reasonings such as they feel less pressure to get answers wrong with peers and also because students find it easier to understand logical reasoning worded by peers rather than teachers due to it being described in a way more catered to them. Despite this, students felt more confident in their ability to self-assess rather than peer assessing due to it being a more regular form of assessment for learning implemented in their learning. However, from a teaching practitioner point of view, it was found that peer assessment was the least valued form of assessment often due to the ability of the students they work with and lack of understanding, which was an unexpected finding. The use of the Mosaic Approach has been proven to be effective within this research as it provided both the positive and negative aspects of peer assessment which can be considered for future practice and implementation of the strategy within learning. Although, a limitation that is not so apparent within the study was the use of questionnaires due to the fact it was a struggle to gather responses within a shorter time frame which can be potentially put down to the reasoning of the busy schedules of teachers. 

The conduction of this study has developed personal professional study and has shown that despite the benefits of peer assessment, other assessment for learning strategies holds more importance in teaching and learning such as live feedback. This research has assisted in the development of the three pedagogical strands within the QTS standards as each of these contain areas which can be developed through the findings and conduction of this study. Finally, it has also allowed for the strand of leadership and innovation to be developed due to the requirement of conducting and organising a research study collecting data through the use of mixed methods. 
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