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Reflective Portfolio

Various of research outline the importance of involving students into their own learning through self-assessment and claim that it brings many benefits for the learners (Ndoye,2017, p.255.). But what exactly is self-assessment? According to Boud (1995 in Robinson, 2017) self-assessment is ‘’the involvement of students in identifying standards and/or criteria to apply to their work, and making judgments about the extent to which they have met these criteria and standards’’. Different researchers like Logan (2009 in Ndoye, 2017, p.255.) support Ndoye (2017) in number of ways. In his research Logan (2009) has explored the effectiveness of self-assessment and talks about how it can enhance students learning experience and teaching effectiveness. This author argues that self-assessment can not only develop individual’s self-confidence as learners but also positively affect their learning by developing critical and reflective thinking skills, concluding that self and peer-assessment teaches students-at any age how to learn. 

Reinholz (2015, p.30 in Ndoye, 2017, p.255.) argues that self-assessment should particularly be a key element in higher education, as it not only develops reflective skills which then helps students to understand what is considered as good and piece of work but also allow them-through various form of self-assessment to thoroughly engage with their own work. Furthermore, it can help students to be internally responsible for their own learning and know that students are the ones who oversee learning (Yorke and Longden, 2004 in Ndoye, 2017, p.255.). This then not only leads the student- like myself to direct and control the learning more but also to put the desired effort into the learning. This is only one of the examples of methods that are used in higher education to make the teaching and learning experiences more successful and effective.  Throughout the journey of higher education there are many more different situations where self- assessment is used to make the teaching and learning experience more effective. 




Self-evaluation is also crucial component for higher education students. Self-evaluation is a process of analysing, observing and valuing our own work that we as students have conducted (Castley, 2012) e.g. through evaluation sheets attached at the end of every assignment or feedback. This author argues that self-evaluation can improve teaching experiences that tutors provide for their students, the tutor has a better image of the concerns that the student might have and that self-evaluation can build a personal self-regulating journey through higher education. Also, various of self-evaluation forms can be used to provide effective feedback and to plan what needs to be done to improve for next time. To summarise, self-assessment is associated with what the students have learned and self-evaluation is linked with how students have worked and how they can improve. 

Development of Effective Learner 
 
As mentioned above, self-assessment and self-evaluation are two important aspects at higher education as they develop us as effective learners. Every individual is different and therefore everyone has their own definition of what effective learning is. For me, the definition has been different in year one, two and three. In year one, effective learning was when I have passed an assignment or an exam. It meant that I have used the information that I have been given in lectures and seminars effectively. At the beginning of my first year of studies, tutors have placed a big emphasis on self-evaluation and self-assessment. I have assumed that I will just simply pick up these skills, however time showed that this was not true. I have expected to learn all aspects of my degree in lectures and seminars, pass exams or assignments without having to evaluate and assess my own work. One of the biggest challenges that I have faced during my first year of studies was the language barrier. Although I could speak fluent English and understood what the tutor was teaching us with regards to the self-evaluation and self-assessment I have found it challenging to get my head around how to use these concepts correctly. At the end of every written assignment I had to fill in evaluation sheet where I had to talk about what the best aspects of my work are, what the worse aspects are and what I would like to improve. I found this exercise difficult to do as it was strange to evaluate my work. I believed that if I highlight my worse parts of the assignment, my tutor will pick on them more so I always stated that my worse part was academic writing and writing critically. Very frequently I have underestimated the difficulty of the courses and overestimated my ability to learn about these. When looking at my peace of work I believed that I will get higher grade than I had when marked by my tutor. This is supported by David Boud (1995s. in Weimer, 2014) who has done a review on self-assessment. He has claimed that student’s estimations on personal grades were always higher than assessments of their teachers. This is possibly because of the grades that students hoped or wished to have or they have graded their performance and not what they have produced. 

In my second year however, I have had more experience from year one. I have developed my knowledge on formative assessment. Furthermore, I have developed my understanding on how to use critical and reflective skills and I had more understanding on the importance of self-evaluation and self-assessment. My definition has changed to being effective when I was able to reflect not only on my own learning but also on how I can improve my work to be more successful.  I knew, that second year grades can have an impact on my degree so I have put much more effort to reflect on my work and to determine my strengths and weakness. This has been done through various of assessment methods and feedback which will be discussed below. In year three, I could plan and manage my own learning and become motivated to improve from one assignment to another. My reflective and critical skills have further developed and I have felt that by developing these reflective skills, I could evaluate my work, close the gaps in my knowledge and create goals on how to improve, thus making me an effective learner. 


Formal Assessments 

Exams/Timed Assessments (referred to as exams, because they were conducted in similar settings)
I have conducted two timed assessments; first in year one and the second in year two. Although they were called ‘timed-assessments’, they needed to be conducted in time given to us by our tutor and they were conducted under exam conditions, therefore they are referred to as exams. Exams are an example of summative assessment used in a formative way, as I was not only able to learn for them but also from them. Although Dennison, Rosselli and Dempsey (2014) argue that exams are an important aspect of education and that they reflect the level that students work at, personally I do not believe so. I believe that they cause great amount of stress and lead for majority of students to feel anxious about writing about all the knowledge they have about a subject in just one or two hours. This is supported by Russel (2011 in The Telegraph 2011) who talks about the increasing stress and pressure exams have and not only claim that exams can have a negative impact on student’s life and can lead onto developing mental health problems. Although both exams took place in a friendly environment, personally, the stress and feeling of anxiety that have been associated with exam have caused me to go in a state of being blank, meaning I could not remember every information that I have learned for the exam and as a result getting lower grade. Exams can be successful and effective method of assessment for some, but not for me. Nevertheless, the stress and anxiety that have been caused by exams has helped to determine my strengths and weaknesses. This has been done through feedback provided by my personal tutor when the mark of the exam has been given. I was able to discuss my concerns and issues that I have had through tutoring sessions. During the second-time assessment, I have tried to be more relaxed and think about my strengths and weaknesses that I have talked about with my tutor. Also, my mentality associated with the exams have changed. During the feedback in year one it became apparent that I have put big emphasis on receiving high grade, primarily so I can compare my result with peers. This is supported by Ndaji, Little and Coe (2016) who claim that this is very common for learners to compare their assessment results with their classroom peers. During the second exam however, I knew that the grades are only going to be beneficial for me and that I should not stress about the grade that I get so that I can compare with others and that I should not think about the end result but rather that I should do my best and keep in mind that the grade does not always reflect all of my abilities. 

Written assignments
Written assignments are a big part of my degree. Within my academic studies there are various of written assignments that have different forms e.g. portfolios, blogs, journals, reports and essays. Although each one of them have their own strengths and weaknesses they have helped me to improve my writing skills, develop my knowledge on a certain topic as I had to conduct a prior research thus also enhancing my research abilities and enhance my cognitive and analytical abilities. This is supported by McArthur, 2013 who claim that written assignments play a crucial part in higher education as they help to engage with the material more. Umbach and Wawrzynski (2005 in McArthur, 2013) on the other hand argue that one of the most important aspects in higher education is the engagement with the resources. From personal experience, it is safe to say that this is true. These assignments have helped me improve my organisational and planning skills as I had to carefully think about what I am going to write about and how I am going to manage my time prior to writing the assignment. I feel like if I did not plan my work prior to writing the assignment it would cause unnecessary stress and anxiety. This is supported by De Monfort University (2017) who state that students who do not plan their work often face feelings of stress and confusion, whereas if students take time to carefully organise their work, they get higher grades and are generally more confident. However, Burns and Sinfield (2012 in Abbott and Booth 2014, p.23.) disagree with this because they claim that assignments should be used as an opportunity to demonstrate students’ knowledge and argue that students should not need to plan but rather be flexible and confident to write about what you already know. There are different opinions on assignments and whether they are successful in measuring students’ knowledge on a subject, however for me they have been successful in year one, two and three. As mentioned above, they have helped me to develop many skills and improved my critical writing, enhanced my research abilities and developed my academic writing. Furthermore, Turnitin (tool that students use to submit their work) allowed me to get instant feedback which helped me to improve my work, highlighted the importance of using my own words for an assignment and allowed me to improve my paraphrasing abilities which I was struggling with in year one especially.    


Presentations 
Throughout my studies, I have undertaken several styles of oral presentations. These presentations were conducted individually and with a group, and have produced number of challenges that I had to face, mainly prior to the presentation. Although as Zivkovic (2014, p.1.) argues that presentations are an excellent tool in universities as they enable students to show their knowledge on a topic and allow students to develop number of important skills, University of Leicester (2009, p.1.) argue that they may cause some students to feel anxious and nervous about conducting presentations in front of others. This is what happened in my case, especially in year one and two. Although I was always prepared for individual and group presentations, my level of confidence has dropped significantly when standing in front of my peers. This is supported by Jacobs and Hyman (2010) who call such fear of speaking in public ‘glassophobia’, and claims that this is especially common for students at university or college. Because English is my second language I always had a fear that I will forget words in English and I will stand in front of others, not knowing what to say. For this reason, I always look at my notes when conducting a presentation, even in year three. Although from the feedback that I have been given and knowing that I get marked down for looking at my notes during presentation, I always feel reassured and more confident. The feedback that I have been given; whether sent to via email or given on a paper in class was always used as a guideline for me on how to improve for next presentation e.g. speak slower and louder. Although, I face many challenges prior to presenting, I believe that presentations have made my learning experience better, allowed me to develop language and communication skills, have boost my confidence in one shape or form and made me an effective learner as I could use the feedback and questioning to develop.


Informal Assessments

There are various of informal assessment that I have conducted throughout my three-year journey through higher education. These include; group work, self/ peer assessment and lectures and seminars. All of these have helped me to evaluate my own progress of learning in different ways and made me develop my learning drastically. Formative assessment is a great way of doing so, according to McDonald, (2016 in Teacher Education,2016.). This author has argued that informal assessment is the most successful way of accessing students and he has referred it to as assessment ‘in teaching’. This is supported by Theal and Franklin (2010, p.151, in Yale Center for Teaching and Learning, n.d.) who argue that formative assessment and the approaches used helps to improve specific needs that each student have. I have found that e.g. lectures and seminars have encouraged me to self-reflect through self and peer assessment. I was not only able to ask questions and observe other students but also, I could have detailed feedback on the progress that I am making from peers and tutors which gave me many opportunities to close the gap between my current progress and my desired performance which made me an effective learner. Effective questioning has allowed me to evaluate my work. For example, in year two I have given a piece of work to one of my peers and asked them for an opinion on it. I have then asked questions on what they think I could improve on and what are the good aspects of my work. I could then look at my work again and evaluate it thoroughly, pointing out the strengths and weaknesses at the same time developing transferable and critical thinking skills. I believe that such methods have helped me to develop myself and my effective learning. I did not just send my work, rather I have given it to someone and based on what they said I was able to evaluate it again. This is an example of taking responsibility of my own learning and playing an active role of my learning, making it more effective. Burns and Sinfield (2008, p.144) talk about the importance of interpersonal skills in their ‘Essential Study Skills’ book where they claim that such skills are essential in the current demanding century.

To conclude, self-evaluation and self-assessment that has been encouraged throughout my three-year journey of higher education, allowed me to develop my learning and grow me an effective learner. Although I have faced some difficulties in my degree with regards to self-evaluation and self-assessment, I now know that they play an important part of every student’s life at the university. I believe that these two powerful tools; self-evaluation and self-assessment has allowed me to develop my confidence, which has also helped me in my life outside of university. I believe that these tools have allowed me to understand what degree is all about and provide me with many outstanding opportunities and motivation to succeed.  
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