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Abstract

The aim of this study was to ascertain the impact of peer assessment on end of Key Stage 3 students.  There are many sources that have written about the importance of assessment for learning and peer assessment (Black & Wiliam, 1998, Black et al., 2002, 2003, Sutton, 1995) and how it can help students to progress.  This is why the Welsh Assembly Government has included assessment for learning and peer assessment in its educational documents and guidelines to teachers (WAG, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011).  However, it has been observed that students find peer assessment a challenge and so its impact on standards was investigated in this dissertation.  The focus of this research was, primarily, end of Key Stage 3 students but it was felt that staff should also be involved as their views are important when trying to investigate impact as staff may have different views to students.  The results show that staff and students have contrasting ideas as to the purpose of the use of peer assessment.  It was also discovered that staff have questions about the use of peer assessment as they believe that students find the process difficult and as a result the standard of their work does not improve due to its use.  The purpose of this study was to discover whether current peer assessment practices are effective in improving standards of students’ work.  It was discovered that students are positive about peer assessment as they like having help from peers and they enjoy having the opportunity to look at the work of others.  However, this research found little evidence to show that peer assessment impacts upon students’ learning or outcomes.  It is plausible to say that peer assessment may be better used as a tool for improving attitudes than as a tool for improving standards.
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Chapter One: Introduction
In this chapter, the aim, purpose and focus of the research will be introduced.  The context and rationale behind the study will be explained.

Rationale

This study will investigate the impact of peer assessment on end of Key Stage 3 students as the strategy is considered to have an important role to play in improving standards (Black et al., 2002, Fautley & Savage, 2008).  The focus school has been placed in Estyn monitoring and to be removed from this classification it must improve standards.  Many new initiatives are being introduced by the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) in a drive to raise standards and the way in which assessment, including assessment for learning (AFL), is carried out is one of the initiatives.  The idea that AFL strategies, including peer assessment, can raise standards comes from a vast amount of literature, some of which will be reviewed in chapter two.  One of the sources is Black and Wiliam (1998) who say that strengthening the use of AFL can produce significant learning gains.  Whilst researching peer assessment, there were links to articles relating to peer tutoring that are also relevant to this research as they are very similar strategies.  There are articles that support the thoughts of Black et al. (2002) that say that peer tutoring can have a positive impact on achievement and that this can be seen in improvements in students’ grades (Powell, 1997).  These ideas are clearly the basis for one of the initiatives being introduced into the focus school.

This study will focus on the peer assessment aspect of AFL, as classroom practice is being altered due to a change in the way in which peer assessment is presented in students’ books.  A specific coloured pen will be used by students when peer assessing so that it is clear that a peer has critiqued the work.  Some staff have expressed concerns that students find peer assessment challenging and that using a specific pen will not impact upon their ability to peer assess accurately.  Due to concerns raised and the fact that this change will have an impact on personal practice, it was decided that this would be the focus of this research.  It is apparent that the focus school expects to see peer assessment in students’ books and that they now wish it to be more obvious to individuals who are reviewing its usage across the curriculum.  This renewed interest instigated a personal review of the purpose and place of peer assessment in my classroom as it has been noted that students face challenges when completing peer assessment tasks.  There are no preconceived ideas about the outcomes of this research, it is purely to attempt to ascertain explanations for why students find peer assessment a challenge.
Aims

The main aim of this study is to assess the impact of peer assessment when used in a second language classroom as I am a second language teacher.  As a part of this, two other aims have been identified: to ascertain opinions of students towards peer assessment and to discover opinions of staff towards peer assessment.  A further aim is to reflect on personal practice with regards to the purpose of peer assessment in my classroom and how it is used.
Introduction

Assessment for learning or formative assessment is a part of the type of assessment carried out in schools, the other half being summative assessment.  Summative assessment is assessment at the end of something such as a unit of work, topic, term or year.  Examples of summative assessments are SATs, GCSEs and A Levels.  They assess the knowledge and understanding of students after they have been taught and have learned about the necessary subjects.  Assessment for learning is the process of assessment throughout the learning experience; it provides ongoing feedback to students so that they can address issues as they learn.  AFL is a multi-faceted process which aims to improve students’ understanding and ability to learn by involving them in the assessment of their work.

AFL is considered an essential part of every classroom teacher’s lessons and the emphasis on this stems from Black and Wiliam’s writings of 1998 on the subject of raising standards through the use of assessment for learning strategies.  They believe that formative assessment is an all-important feature of effective teaching and learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998).  Since then, many documents discussing AFL and its benefits have been published and some of these will be referred to in the literature review.  Despite Black and Wiliam’s work being over 15 years old, it is still relevant to the teaching world today.  Authors and scholars continue to write about AFL whilst mentioning the work of Black and Wiliam and other known names in the field, and the Government, Local Education Authorities, inspectors, teachers and students continue to discuss it.  The reason behind this continued interest in AFL is that studies have shown that it improves student outcomes.  As previously stated, it is a multi-faceted strategy and as a result of this, it could be argued that while certain aspects of AFL may improve standards other aspects may not.

Peer assessment is an aspect of AFL; it can take many forms but essentially it means that students will assess the work of one another.  This may mean that students will work in a pair or a group or it may be that a whole class will assess a peer’s work.  The word ‘assess’ here could mean that students will look at written work or listen to oral work and they would make a judgement on it.  They may be asked to point out positives and negatives or the purpose may be to look for ways to enhance their own work.  Either way, the purpose is to share and to help each other to improve and progress without teacher intervention.  Throughout this dissertation, peer assessment is closely linked with collaborative learning; collaborative learning being the process of working with peers and so this is an obvious link.  Collaborative learning and collaborative work are the terms used in some government documents such as the Skills Framework for 3 to 19-year-olds in Wales (WAG, 2008), the Revised professional standards for education practitioners in Wales (WAG, 2011) and the Qualified Teacher Status Standards Wales (WAG, 2009) and the term has been used in the recent review of curriculum and assessment arrangements in Wales by Professor Donaldson (2015).  Whilst reading these publications the researcher identified that some of the use of the term ‘collaborative’ can be used to encompass peer assessment, hence the link.  Collaborative working is presented as an integral aspect of teaching and learning and one characteristic of this is peer assessment; that is why the impact of peer assessment in the focus school is being investigated.

The relevance of AFL and peer assessment to teaching is apparent in the Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) Standards Wales (2009) and the Revised professional standards for education practitioners in Wales (2011).  You cannot become a teacher if you do not meet the QTS standards and you cannot remain practising as a teacher if you do not meet the professional standards.  The QTS standards state that teachers should involve students in reflecting on, evaluating and improving their own performance.  The professional standards mirror this and add to it by stating that students should be involved in target setting.  Both sets of standards mention that teachers should make use of collaborative group work within lessons, and the professional standards also say that teachers should monitor and assess students using both formative and summative assessment strategies.
It is pertinent to note, as added justification for this study, that peer assessment is still a focus during school inspections and that AFL is expected to be an embedded aspect of all lessons and schemes of work.  Appendix A is the lesson planning proforma of the focus school and it demonstrates this point as there is a specific area to note AFL strategies to be used in lessons.  A further point that demonstrates that AFL maintains its place in education is that there are many courses based on the topic of AFL that teachers can attend.  These courses include Continuing Professional Development events and higher education modules and courses.

Context
This research is taking place in a school setting; the school will be referred to as the focus school throughout this dissertation.  It is an English-medium secondary school situated in the South Wales valleys, near to Cardiff.  There are approximately 1100 pupils on roll and roughly 70 members of staff are employed there.  The catchment area of the focus school is considered to be a deprived area as it has one of the lowest employment rates in Wales and a number of students live in poverty with 23.8% of Year 7-13 pupils receiving free school meals compared to the national average in Wales of 18.8% (Statistics for Wales, 2015).  It could be said that low employment rates and deprivation add to low self-esteem and that these matters are familial and that, therefore, this could play a part in why students in the focus school have difficulty peer and self-assessing.  It could explain many issues with students in the focus school, but if these students have low self-esteem they may not see positives in their work or that of others or they may not think that another student’s work could help them to improve theirs as they may perceive others’ work to be of a much higher standard.  Another dissertation would be required to investigate this but it is a noteworthy point.
The focus school has been placed in Estyn monitoring and, as a result, many new initiatives are being introduced in a drive to raise standards.  For example, the focus school is introducing a new peer assessment strategy, whereby students assess each other’s work using a specific coloured pen.  Some staff have expressed concerns that students find peer assessment challenging and that using a specific pen will not impact upon their ability to peer assess accurately.  Currently, in the focus school, teachers can employ whichever peer assessment methods they wish according to the task and subject matter.  Members of staff from a variety of departments have shared their ideas in whole school professional development sessions to inspire peers and to aid consistency in assessment procedures.  There has been a focus on using the ‘two stars and a wish’ process for marking books; a system whereby teachers write a comment about two positive aspects of student work and one aspect to improve upon.  A highlighter initiative was also instigated which means that pink highlighter pens are used to demonstrate negative or incorrect elements of work and green highlighters are used to show the positive elements.  These highlighter pens can be used by staff or students if instructed to do so.

As a second language teacher, the study naturally focuses on peer assessment in a second language classroom as an aim is to review personal practice in the classroom to determine the impact of peer assessment.  However, to ensure that this dissertation is of use to the focus school in terms of reviewing the process and its impact, two members of staff were interviewed regarding peer assessment in their departments and classrooms.  The study looks at views on peer assessment as an assessment for learning strategy to ascertain what teachers and students think, as this data will be of significance to the focus school if they wish to place more of a focus on peer assessment.
Summary

In summary, AFL and peer assessment are considered to be essential parts of a teacher’s planning and instruction due to the positive effects that have been shown to be a result of the use of these strategies.  The focus school must improve outcomes, and changes in AFL strategies are being brought into use for this purpose.  Therefore, the assessment of its impact before these changes is necessary to be able to ascertain any improvements following the implementation of these measures.
Throughout the remainder of this dissertation, information gathered during the study will be presented.  Chapter two is a review of the literature that is pertinent to this research.  For example, ideas behind assessment for learning will be discussed.  Following this, a deeper insight into peer assessment will be presented.  Chapter three will discuss the methodology utilised for this research.  Included in this chapter will be details of the research design and data collection and analysis methods employed and why these options were thought to be the most appropriate.  Ethical considerations will also be examined in this chapter.  Findings will be presented in chapter four and the detailed analysis of these will form the main body of this chapter.  The final chapter will contain conclusions drawn from the analysis of the findings and any pertinent recommendations.
Chapter Two:  Review of the Literature
In this chapter, literature regarding peer assessment will be discussed as will literature surrounding the topic such as assessment for learning and peer tutoring.  
Assessment for Learning
Formative assessment is the key to effective teaching and therefore it has received attention in the world of education since the 1990s (Sutton, 1995, Black & Wiliam, 1998, Fautley & Savage, 2008, Welsh Assembly Government, 2008, Estyn, 2011).  The reason that it has been deemed essential to teaching is that evidence has shown that it can significantly improve students’ outcomes (Black & Wiliam, 1998, Fautley & Savage, 2008).  
There is increasing pressure on schools to raise attainment and this is especially apparent in Wales where schools are shown to be falling behind other countries, including our neighbour England.  Black & Wiliam (1998) suggest that, when used appropriately, formative assessment can be a powerful tool to raise attainment.  They also state that during studies of schools where formative assessment or assessment for learning (AFL) is well established and successful that Key Stage 3 students’ grades can improve by just over half a level and that GCSE students’ grades can improve by just over half a grade (Black & Wiliam, 2002).  
Many sources state that assessment for learning needs to be a whole school commitment and that it should be integrated into the teaching and learning process (Sutton, 1995, Pachler & Field, 2001, Estyn, 2011).  This is the case in the focus school as assessment for learning opportunities are expected to be included in lessons; there is a space to mention AFL on lesson planning proformas (appendix A) and it is looked for in lesson observations.  As previously stated, the focus school has been placed in Estyn monitoring and many initiatives are being put in place to raise standards and it has been shown that AFL has the potential to raise standards (Black & Wiliam, 2002) which is one of the reasons why this study is being carried out; to assess the impact of peer assessment.

The Effects of Peer Assessment on Attainment
The focus of this dissertation is peer assessment, which is an aspect of AFL.  The reason that this is the focus is that it has been observed by the researcher and colleagues that students find peer assessment difficult and that they find it particularly difficult in a second language subject.  As a result of these observations, it was felt that there was a need to explore whether there was a way of effectively using peer assessment to raise attainment in a second language subject in the focus school.  There is a vast amount of literature regarding AFL (Black et al., 1998, 2002, 2003, Sutton, 1995, Jones & Wiliam, 2008, WAG 2008, 2010) but small amounts of this literature discuss peer assessment.  Therefore, it was felt that more research was required and that is another reason for this study.
Peer assessment is considered a unique and valuable way of assessing and providing feedback as students more readily accept criticism from one another than from teachers.  It is also said to be unique as exchanges between students will use language that they can easily understand according to Black et al. (2002).  However, some of the research presented in this dissertation contradicts these two points.  Almost 20% of students surveyed said that they valued teacher comments more than peer comments as they are thought to be more useful.  With reference to the point that regards the understanding of language used by peers, it has been observed that, in a second language subject, students find it difficult to understand the language used by peers.  Students have stated that they find this difficult and there is evidence in peer assessment tasks that demonstrates this.  For example, when students have been asked to highlight positive or negative aspects of work, they have incorrectly done so (appendix E).  Another aspect of this research that refers to students’ inability to understand the language of their peers is data collected from the interviews; both interviewees stated that students find it challenging to identify characteristics required to peer assess adequately.
Black et al. (2003) also discovered that peer assessment can motivate students to work with more care and that students can feel empowered to ask questions of a teacher when in a group as opposed to individually.  Another advantage of peer assessment is that it can be immediate and can contain considerable content, more than a teacher would perhaps write on a student’s work (Topping & Ehly, 1998).  According to some literature, there are particular advantages for the low achievers; Black and Wiliam say that evidence from their studies shows that the low-achievers gain more (1998) and Topping and Ehly (1998) say that low-achieving peers may gain more than an improvement in attainment.  They state that peer modelling can affect attitudes towards learning and this is a real issue with low-achievers, when they think they cannot do something, they do not always try and they develop negative attitudes.  Topping and Ehly also suggest that working with others improves students’ awareness of how to do things and that this can lead to a better understanding of metacognition which is at the heart of AFL and peer assessment.  In addition to this, Powell (1997) says that low achieving students perceive working with peers as non-threatening and so they are more likely to push themselves to achieve and change their mindsets in these types of situations.
A linked point is that several researchers have noted an increase in self-esteem as an advantage to peer assessment and other AFL strategies.  When students feel comfortable with the working arrangements, it can improve their attitudes and self-esteem.  This point was identified earlier in this dissertation in Powell’s work (1997).  This point was also raised in a Welsh Assembly Government document which states that qualitative feedback can raise self-esteem and confidence perhaps as students feel valued and listened to (2010).  Black and Wiliam (1998) maintain that increases in self-esteem can be seen if there is a culture of success in educational settings and if there is a belief that everyone can achieve.  They believe that this culture and belief can be achieved through appropriate use of peer assessment and other AFL strategies.
Some intriguing information became apparent during this research which is that a number of sources state that peer assessment aids self-assessment (Black et al., 2002, 2003); this contradicts the information that is often given to teachers. This may be because self-assessment is perceived to be easier to execute and that it is more beneficial to students.  However, some literature refutes this; Black et al. (2002) say that peer and self-assessment are intimately linked as it is the skill of reflection and evaluation that is important.  Both types of assessment help to develop the higher order skill of evaluation (fig. 1, p.16) (WAG, 2010).
Peer Assessment in a Second Language
The main aim of this study is to assess the impact of peer assessment when used in a second language classroom.  Various aspects were being assessed such as whether peer assessment improves learning and outcomes and whether it improves attitudes towards learning.  As the research was carried out in a second language subject, literature surrounding language learning was studied to ascertain viewpoints on this matter.  As a second or foreign language teacher, you are trained to use the target language (the language that you are teaching) as often as possible.  This can be seen as an issue with regards to AFL and peer assessment as they require the mother tongue to be used and not the target language as the students do not possess sufficient language skills to be able to complete such tasks in a language other than their first.  The reason that peer assessment, or AFL in general, requires the use of the students’ first language is that using the second language would make the task superficial (Field, 2000).  This would then question the use of the task if it were not meaningful.  It could be argued that whilst the peer assessment task may be superficial if completed in the second language, the language learning opportunities it produces would not be superficial and that this could be a reason to do such tasks in the second language.  However, according to Krashen (1981), to learn a second language there must be meaningful interactions in the target language and this could not happen during peer assessment according to Field (2000).

Students have limited contact time with the new language and that means that they are exposed to a smaller range of discourse types (Lightbown & Spada, 2013).  This means that during lessons they are concentrating on learning the language, not learning the language of assessment in the second language.  Second language students do not possess the language skills to complete peer assessment tasks in the other language as they are often taught formal language (Lightbown & Spada, 2013) which is not what is required when peer assessing.  Students would need to be taught specific language that may be considered complex and is not necessarily stipulated as a part of the curriculum.  This questions the use of peer assessment in second language classrooms.  Pachler and Field (2001) say that using the mother tongue to peer assess is not an issue and that it can contribute to learning.  However, the teachers interviewed as a part of this research state that students find peer assessment very demanding in their mother tongue due to a lack of understanding of the language used by their peers.  
If we look at Bloom’s taxonomy (fig.1) (WAG, 2010), the data collected from these interviews is reinforced as the high order skill of evaluation, which is essentially what peer assessment is.  And yet, all students, regardless of ability, are expected to be able to peer assess in some form.  The idea of peer assessment then becomes an idealistic one instead of a realistic process.  The ideal being that all students are able to critically examine other students’ work, identify strengths and weaknesses and comment on how to improve the work.  When you then consider the difficulty of assessing work in a language that is not the mother tongue, it becomes clear why teachers say that students find it difficult.  Students must be able to understand work that they are required to peer assess and many find this a challenge.  In addition to this, peer assessment is a high order skill which adds a further challenge.  This raises questions about the purpose of peer assessment in a second language classroom, especially when language learning is the primary aim.  However, if we look at results from the student questionnaire it becomes apparent that students have a positive attitude towards peer assessment as 63% think that it is a good idea.  This suggests that the students are motivated to participate in peer assessment tasks and that they are also engaged in the process.  These results support the use of peer assessment as a tool for improving attitudes in lessons as opposed to a tool to improve learning.
Jones and Wiliam (2008) make an interesting claim when they say that learning the language of assessment ensures that students benefit from the use of AFL.  They also say that students need to develop as independent learners and that learning the language of assessment would aid them as they would have the ability to self- and peer-assess whilst learning the desired language at the same time.  This point juxtaposes the argument of the first part of this section on peer assessment in a second language which states that learning the language of assessment could be considered difficult and unnecessary when learning to use a second language.  However, Jones and Wiliam (2008) reinforce the valid claim that there have been many studies that show that those who give help, the peer assessor in this case, gain the most in their learning as they must think deeper to be able to explain.  They also make a point that has been repeated throughout literature regarding AFL that well thought-out learning objectives can ensure that students progress appropriately in their learning of a foreign language (Jones & Wiliam, 2008).  This suggests that, despite the evidence here displaying negative views on the use of peer assessment in a second language, some AFL strategies are useful when learning a language.
Summary
To summarise, formative assessment or assessment for learning has been shown to have many positive effects on students’ work, and whilst these ideas became most apparent in the 1990s they are still pertinent today (Black & Wiliam, 1998, Sutton, 1995, Topping & Ehly, 1998).  This is shown by the mention of collaboration and formative assessment in government documents relating to education (WAG 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011).
Peer assessment is an aspect of AFL that is thought of as a unique assessment process that can do more than improve students’ outcomes.  The literature suggests that peer assessment can aid the development of motivation, confidence and self-esteem.  It likewise indicates that low-achievers benefit a great deal from peer assessment and that they quite possibly have the most to gain from its use.
Peer assessment in a second language is a discussion point as there are differing opinions on its usage.  Some literature presents the argument that peer assessing whilst using a language other than the mother tongue would be a superficial and perhaps meaningless task (Lightbown & Spada, 2013), although other literature states that learning the language of assessment would be beneficial to the student (Pachler & Field, 2001).  In chapter four, data about peer assessment in a second language subject will be presented to ascertain which side of the argument the focus school supports.
In chapter three, the methodology chosen for this research will be explained and justified.
Chapter Three:  Methodology
In this chapter, the methodological approach used for this study will be outlined and justified.  The research aims will be revisited to reinforce the purpose of the study.  The research design, sample, sampling techniques, data collection methods and data analysis methods will be critically examined to justify their usage.  Ethical considerations will also be discussed in detail.
Research Aims

The main aim of this study is to assess the impact of peer assessment when used in a second language classroom.  To achieve this aim, examples of student work were collected, student opinions were collected on the questionnaires and language skills were mentioned during the interviews to gain an adult viewpoint.  This is a complex aim to achieve and it is hoped that through triangulation of methods and participant voice, it can be reached (Bell, 2010, Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2005).

Two further aims were identified: one was to ascertain opinions of pupils towards peer assessment as this shapes the way in which peer assessment is used and it can affect its impact.  It is also worth noting that the researcher has been unable to find studies of AFL and peer assessment where student opinion has been gained.  These opinions were discovered through the use of a questionnaire and researcher observations.  A sample of pupils was used as it was not feasible to use all pupils as participants and this sample contained high ability students who were considered equipped to understand and answer the questionnaire.  This sample was also chosen as they were a class that was taught by the researcher and trust was required when competing the questionnaire in order to ensure honesty.  The only end of Key Stage 3 class taught by the researcher was this high ability class and it was not possible to include pupils of varying ability.
The other, related, aim was to discover opinions of staff towards peer assessment.  Again, a sample of staff was selected and they were selected based on their interest in reflective practice.  An interview was used as this data collection tool allows for detailed discussion to emerge and for conversation to develop.  It was hoped that enriched qualitative data would be gained from this.

An additional aim was to reflect on personal practice with regards to the purpose of peer assessment in the classroom and how it is used.  This aim was hoped to be achieved through the use of the questionnaires, examples of work, observations and discussions with students.
Research Design
This research is based in a relativist paradigm as human behaviour is being studied and in this case it is not always possible to separate facts, values and opinions and because the researcher is not an outside observer but is an integral part of the situation that is being studied.  It is possible that there is more than one interpretation of the behaviours observed and studied, but the results found here are as a consequence of humans creating their own interpretations and meanings (Walliman, 2011).

It was decided that a case study was the most relevant design for this research as its purpose was to examine the impact of peer assessment in a specific setting, which is the focus school.  A case study enables you to explore the complexities of social settings and it allows you to study real life and can help to explain why certain things happen.  In addition, a case study also facilitates the use of a variety of research methods (Denscombe, 2010).  This suited this research as several methods of data collection had been considered to allow for triangulation.  Generalisation is an issue with case studies, but despite this case being unique, it is one of a type (Denscombe, 2010) and similarities could be derived through comparison with similar classes, students and staff that have participated in this study.  It is hoped that similar school settings will be able to identify with this research due to the type of setting that it is as there are many institutions with similar catchment areas in terms of the nature of the students that attend the focus school.  The focus school and the area in which it is based have been described in the introduction to this dissertation under the sub-title of context and so it is hoped that parallels will be noted.  Through professional discussions with peers that work in similar schools, the researcher has been informed of several similarities.  However, research would be required to prove this.

As with all research methods, there are advantages and disadvantages to using a case study design.  The advantages include that they can deal with the subtleties of social situations and can help to understand the complex nature of relationships and processes.  Mixed methods can be used as can mixed sources and this can aid triangulation (Bell, 2010).  In this study, a number of methods and sources were utilised and therefore triangulation was achieved, and it is believed that some of the complexities relating to peer assessment have been dealt with in chapters four and five of this dissertation.  One of the aforementioned disadvantages of a case study is the credibility of generalisations as some deem case studies to be ill-suited to analyses or evaluations (Cohen et al., 2005, Denscombe, 2010).  In this case, as previously mentioned in this chapter, the aim is that similar educational institutions will be able to identify with the results from this research as there are many settings that have a similar type of cohort and catchment area.

Action research was considered for this study but another cycle of research based on the results from this study will not follow and so action research was decided against.  An experiment is not considered to be a relevant design because as there are no tests being carried out and the process is not going to be repeated.

Ethics
Consideration of ethics is essential, especially when working with people under the age of 18.  Before any educational research commences ethics approval must be attained.  All ethical considerations made here were in accordance with BERA guidelines 2011.  Before any data was collected as part of this research, informed consent was gained from the head teacher of the focus school.  Informed parental consent from carers of all participants was gained in the form of a letter that outlined the aims, focus and purpose of the study.  Participants also gave informed consent; the aims, focus and purpose of the research were explained by the researcher and were included in the consent form signed by students.  Parents and participants were informed that the questionnaire was to be completed by all for school purposes as this is something that they are used to doing.  They were also informed that students were not obliged to participate in the study and could see the researcher if they did not wish their questionnaire responses to be included in data analysis.  Participants were informed of their right to withdraw data at any point throughout the duration of the study and that they could do so by speaking to the researcher in private if they did not wish to express an issue in front of peers.

Informed consent was also gained from adult participants and they were also informed of their right to withdraw at any point (BERA, 2011).  The two adult participants were interviewed individually by the researcher in a semi-structured interview process; this meant that the participants were given a list of questions which would be used to guide the interviews.  This list was used so that participants had an idea of what to expect from the interviews and did not feel overwhelmed when asked questions about their practice and views.  To combat bias, the interviewees were made aware of this process.  They were also informed that their views on peer assessment did not matter and that honesty was required, once again to combat bias.  Interviews are not part of the day to day running of the focus school but it was hoped that rich data could be collected from these.  As interviews are not the norm, it was important to address all ethical issues according to BERA (2011).  It was possible that interviewees may have feared a breach of confidentiality due to personal views being expressed and used as data; they were reassured of their rights regarding confidentiality and anonymity and of their right to withdraw.

To maintain confidentiality and anonymity, the name of the focus school will not be disclosed; neither will the names of any participants.  There will be no reference to the roles that the interviewed staff members have in the focus school to avoid them being identified.  No sensitive or confidential information contained in examples of students’ work will be disclosed (BERA, 2011).

Questionnaires (appendix F) were completed in a classroom with only the participants and the researcher present; no names were included.  Once collected, this data was kept in a secure file in the house of the researcher.  The same can be said for the voice recordings of the interviewees and the field notes made during the interviews.  All possible measures to ensure confidentiality were employed and only the researcher had access to data and analyses containing confidential information.

Before completion of questionnaires, the researcher reassured the participants that their responses would have no impact on perceptions of them as the purpose of the questionnaire was to improve the quality of school procedures.  Bias could have been introduced at this stage as participants may have wanted to please the researcher with their responses but it is hoped that the reassurance was enough to avoid this situation.  It is possible that some student participants could have perceived some of the questions to be mentally or emotionally harmful and it is also possible that some of the questions could have caused embarrassment or could have affected the self-esteem of the participants as they may not have been able to read or understand them.  Participants may have also felt like this if they believed that their handwriting could be easily recognised.  To avoid unethical situations such as these (BERA, 2011), participants were reassured beforehand that their responses would have no bearing on the perceptions of them.  If a situation such as this were to arise, the relevant bodies in the focus school would have been approached to arrange counselling.  
Research Schedule

At the outset of this study, a schedule of events was organised to ensure that data collection points would fit into the research timescale.  Once the sample, which is discussed below, was chosen, informal observations began during lessons and specifically during peer assessment tasks.  It was necessary to arrange for the questionnaire to be completed after a period of teaching had taken place to ensure that there had been sufficient peer assessment opportunities for the sample to be able to answer questions on the topic.  As the sample were expected to comment on peer assessment in the focus school and not solely in the department area of the researcher, it was decided that questionnaires would be distributed after a term and a half.  This meant that half way through the academic year these would be completed with sufficient time available for analysis.  During this term and a half, it was expected that a variety of assessment for learning and peer assessment strategies would be used.  Strategies such as highlighting the written work of others in pink and green according to the school policy and making comments about oral and written work against success criteria.
Staff interviews were scheduled for the final half of the final academic term; this time was chosen due to the view that staff workload could be deemed to lessen towards the end of the academic year as exam classes would have come to an end.  The sample staff were asked when would be convenient and they agreed that this time frame was suitable.  This also allowed ample time for data analysis before the end of the academic year.  During this final half term, examples of student work were also to be collected.  This would mean that students would have completed several written peer assessment tasks and many examples would be available.

Sample and Sampling Techniques
The population considered in this research are end of Key Stage 3 students, from the focus school and two teachers also from the school.  Convenience sampling was used as consistent examples of work were required to show differences in peer assessment despite students having completed the same task.  Denscombe (2010) says that convenience should not be the main reason for choosing a sample and that if this is the case that it could be deemed to be a lazy approach.  In this situation, the researcher required the trust of the student participants to be able to gain valid and reliable data as students needed to feel as though they could answer the questions on the questionnaire truthfully and honestly.  Therefore, students from one class that were taught by the researcher were used.  Depth of data was required, not breadth, and so convenience sampling was deemed adequate for this study.  If random sampling had been chosen, it is likely that students would have completed different peer assessment activities and that the level of trust required would not have been present.  Convenience sampling was deemed suitable as it meant that all students in the sample were taught by the same person and received the same instructions when partaking in peer assessment. 

It must be noted here that this convenience sample was of a class of top set students and that, therefore, all students in the sample are considered high ability.  However, it is important to draw attention to the point that this top set is evenly split between male and female students and that the top 16 females and top 16 males from the three classes that make up this class were selected to be part of this class in a bid to close the gender gap in achievement.  This means that it is possible that there are students of a higher ability than some of the members of this class in a lower set due to their gender.  This means that although this sample is considered to consist of the highest ability students in half of the year group, this may not be the case.  This is important to state as bias could be inferred due to the high ability nature of this class.  However, the set below could be considered of similar ability due to the setting methods chosen in this department of the focus school and it is possible that similar results could be gained from this similar class.
Data Collection Methods
Denscombe (2010) states that methods of data collection vary according to purpose.  It is important that the most suitable data collection tool is used.  In this study, a questionnaire was created to gain pupil voice.  This method lends itself well to confidentiality and anonymity as none of the participants were required to reveal their name or personal information and this is the essence of anonymity (Cohen et al., 2005).  To allow participants to feel as though they could respond honestly, a questionnaire was considered a suitable method as students were required to discuss peer assessment usage around the focus school and they were asked to share their personal opinions.  They may have had negative experiences and opinions and it is plausible that they would not have wanted to share these with the researcher if they could have been identified for fear of judgement.  As questionnaires can intrude into participants’ lives (Cohen et al., 2005), ethical issues such as confidentiality, anonymity and possible negative feelings such as embarrassment or guilt deriving from being part of this research were considered when composing the questions for the survey (BERA, 2011).  Small sample size allows for more open questions on a questionnaire.  Open questions were used as they invite honest, personal comments (Cohen et al., 2005, Bell, 2010) but it was necessary to have slightly more structure to some questions as the respondents were teenagers and required more guidance.  Answers to open-ended questions can contain great insights, authenticity, richness and depth, all of which are the essence of qualitative data (Cohen et al., 2005).  It also within these types of answers that validity can be addressed.  If the answers on the questionnaire suggest honesty, and it is more difficult to be dishonest when answering open-ended questions than it is closed questions, then validity is inferred.

All data collection tools have disadvantages of their usage.  For example, the way in which questions are worded in questionnaires may deter participants from responding and in this case some students responded with one-word answers to some questions.  An illustration of this is when they were asked if they could give examples of peer assessment activities that they have used and they answered with ‘no’.  Another disadvantage is that researchers cannot tell how truthful responses are (Denscombe, 2010).  There is a possibility that students may not have answered the questionnaire truthfully as they may have thought that they could be recognised by their handwriting; it was not feasible to complete the questionnaire online but students were reassured that their responses would have no bearing on the view of the researcher so as to combat this.

Interviews were carried out with two members of staff from the focus school and they were chosen due to their interest in reflective practice which is strongly encouraged in the focus school.  These interviews were semi-structured; staff received standard questions to give them an idea as to the focus of the interview so that they did not feel overwhelmed when asked questions about their practice and views.  Despite these questions being sent to the interviewees, as this was a semi-structured interview, there was still freedom for the researcher to respond to the interviewees and vice versa.  It was possible that interviewees’ responses could contain bias as they may have tried to avoid saying anything about peer assessment that could differ from the views of the Senior Leadership Team of the focus school.  It was also possible that they tried to pre-empt what was being looked for and that their responses therefore contained bias.  In an attempt to combat bias, the researcher reinforced the fact that all information would be kept confidential and that the interviewees would remain anonymous (BERA, 2011).  An interview was considered a suitable method as the aim was to gather opinion and experiences and that subtle and complex processes were required to be examined (Denscombe, 2010).  A disadvantage of using an interview is that it produces data that is more difficult to analyse.  Thematic analysis was used to discover themes, and these will be discussed in chapter four.  Validity can also be an issue with interviews as it is difficult to analyse the truthfulness of the interviewee or interviewees.  In this study, two interviews were carried out and similar responses were gained.  This goes some way to ensuring validity in the interview data.
Examples of peer assessed student work were gathered and copied for use as a part of this study.  All examples came from the sample of students used for responding to the questionnaire.  Although observations were not implicitly set out to be used as a part of this research, it was impossible to ignore some aspects of the behaviour of the sample students and some discussions amongst the sample students and this is why observations have been mentioned in chapter four.

The use of mixed methods and mixed voice allows for triangulation of results which strengthens the validity of findings.

Data Analysis Methods 

Thematic analysis was used to code and discover themes in the interviews and questionnaires as per the method set out by Braun and Clarke (2006).  This meant that the questionnaires were read and re-read to ascertain common themes and ideas.  Once this had been completed, the themes were named and instances of their usage were added together and the data collected was put into graph form for ease of reading and comparison.  Thematic analysis of the interviews meant that they were repeatedly listened to and were then transcribed allowing the researcher to become familiar with the qualitative data.  Next, data from the interviews was coded and themes began to emerge.  These themes were examined to identify whether comments made during the interviews and from the questionnaires coincided.  Eventually the themes were named and some were re-named before a final decision was made.  The themes have provided subtitles for chapter four which is the findings and analysis section of this dissertation.

Summary
The next chapter presents the findings of this research and analyses the results.
Chapter Four:  Findings and Analysis
In this chapter, the findings from the student questionnaires, staff interviews and researcher observations will be presented.  Subtitles of key themes identified will be used for ease of reading.
The Purpose of Peer Assessment
As stated in chapter one, the context of this study is that a new peer assessment initiative is to be used in the focus school and a review of the current process and its impact was required.  Therefore, it is appropriate to begin with whether peer assessment is seen as a good idea in the focus school and, according to the data, it is.  When asked if they thought that peer assessment is a good idea, 63% of students said yes, while 11% said that it was a good idea sometimes.
The purpose of peer assessment is an interesting discussion point.  As a trainee teacher, you are informed that peer assessment is a way of students helping each other and learning from each other, these ideas being the premise formed by researchers such as Black & Wiliam (1998), Sutton (1995) and Topping & Ehly (1998).  The students identified this purpose in their questionnaires as can be seen from the graph below.  
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It is pertinent to note here that students could give more than one response to questions as they were open ended.  However, when asked during interviews, staff failed to note that students helping each other is a purpose, and a main one according to students, of peer assessment.  Perhaps this is because it is too obvious an aspect to warrant a mention or perhaps it is because staff have a differing view to pupils.  Staff did briefly acknowledge that students can learn from seeing other students’ work but this was not the main point that was recognised by the students themselves as they placed more emphasis on helping rather than learning.

There could be a number of explanations for this, one being that students perceive the need for help above the need to learn where teachers perceive that learning takes precedence above everything and that students would need less help if they learnt from seeing examples as a part of peer assessment.  The student view presented here links to Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory which was published in 1962 which suggests that learning occurs through social activities (Kim, online); the social activity here being the discussion of work that is borne out by the set peer assessment task.  This theory is mentioned in the Welsh Assembly Government document; How to develop thinking and assessment for learning in the classroom (2010) and some of the ideas set out in this document are based on Vygotsky’s theories.  However, our education system does not operate according to his social constructivist theory but to a behaviourist approach. The behaviourist theory suggests that it is teachers who shape the learning environment, as opposed to students, and that students respond to this environment and its stimuli in order to learn (SkillsYouNeed, 2015).  This theory also suggests that repetition and feedback are the essential aspects of learning; the staff views link to this theory.  Therefore, it could be said that the students and staff have views relating to differing learning theories and that is why their views on the purpose of peer assessment differ.  
Another explanation for this difference is that students may not see how they can learn from their peers but they can see how their peers can help them.  Students may accept that another student could find an error in their work but they may find it more difficult to see where their peer’s work is an aid to their own work.  A further explanation is that students like to be helped as this ensures that they are producing work of an acceptable standard.  It is also useful to note here that students initially ask for help from peers before their teachers.  It is appropriate to point out that students are more likely to accept criticism from peers than they are from teachers and that they are also more likely to interrupt or question peers than their teachers (Black et al., 2002).  There is evidence in the student questionnaire part of the research to support the former point as students stated that they gained ‘another perspective’ and ‘friends’ opinions’ from peer assessment but there is nothing to suggest that the latter point is relevant.  
In terms of second language learning, it is reasonable to state that students often find language learning difficult and that they therefore think that they need extra help to achieve their best.  It has been observed by the researcher that as soon as students appear to be having difficulty, they will ask each other for help.  This is often before they have taken a moment to think deeply or use learning materials that have previously been distributed.  It has also been observed as a part of this research that students rarely refuse to help each other where it is possible that teachers may refuse to help in order to force students to think for themselves.  This is another possible explanation for why students perceive help to be one of the main purposes of peer assessment.
It is worth noting that 26% of students declared that they think that the purpose of peer assessment is to save the time of the teacher.  This point requires further investigation in the focus school to ascertain whether this is the case because if it is, staff are failing to use peer assessment to its full potential.  Furthermore, if this is the case, it is not surprising that staff and student opinions about peer assessment vary.  It is difficult to believe that 26% of students have used peer assessment for this sole purpose in lessons as the literature surrounding peer assessment claims that, when it is utilised appropriately, students could progress by just under half a level at Key Stage 2 and just over half a level at Key Stage 3 (Black et al., 2002).  Therefore, the question must be raised as to how tasks are being explained to students if they perceive the only benefit to be to the teacher and not to them.  It is possible that the reasoning behind peer assessment activities is overlooked but, according to WAG (2010), it is important for teachers to be clear as to why specific pedagogies are used and so this could be an area for improvement in the focus school.
With regards to staff perceptions of the purpose of peer assessment, two became more clearly apparent than any other; good practice and confidence building.  The members of staff that were interviewed stated that they use peer assessment because they are “told to” by teacher training professionals and the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) of the focus school and because it is considered good practice.  Whilst it is the case that the use of AFL strategies including peer assessment is thought to be good practice, the evidence to support this being the volume of documents produced about the topic, it would be of no benefit if to be utilised for this purpose alone as it needs to be advantageous to students.  At this point it is worth drawing attention to the language used by the staff members when discussing the purpose of peer assessment.  It is possible that their views that they only use peer assessment because they are told to become apparent to students when they are set tasks.  It is, therefore, plausible that the negative opinion of these staff members could influence the opinion of students and that students could develop a negative attitude towards peer assessment.  
The remark about peer assessment being confidence building is worth identifying as low self-esteem amongst students is an issue in the focus school.  Black & Wiliam (1998) say that formative assessment can raise the self-esteem of students if it is used in the correct way and if the students understand its purpose.  In addition to this, Powell (1997) states that peer tutoring can improve attitudes towards school, negative self-perceptions and behaviour.  This issue of low self-esteem often leads to pupils giving up on a task because they think they cannot do it before they have really tried.  The members of staff stated that students need to recognise that no one is perfect and that everyone makes mistakes which is an essential part of learning.  This recognition can, of course, happen as a part of peer assessment as students can identify mistakes in their peers’ work.  This, in turn, can aid confidence as they realise that they are not alone in making mistakes.
This final point is especially true of second language learning as students can feel as though they are they alone in their lack of understanding or that they are the only ones that make mistakes in their work.  This is, obviously, never the case and peer assessment can make this point apparent to students and this can then lead to an increase in confidence when they realise that they are not lacking in knowledge and understanding when compared to their peers.
Benefits

Before carrying out this research, it was decided that staff would be interviewed to gauge whether opinions on peer assessment were similar to or different from that of the students.  An interesting point arose from comparisons of data concerning opinions of what students gain from peer assessment.  The data demonstrates that while there are some similarities between the opinions of staff and students as to the benefits of peer assessment, there are more contrasting opinions.  The table shows opinions in order of importance and as a result adequately illustrates that when opinions are similar, they are of differing importance.  Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis method, which is described in chapter four, was used to code and discover themes in the questionnaires and staff interviews.  The themes have been placed in the table in descending order of importance; the importance was decided upon by the number of times the theme appeared in the data.

What do students gain from peer assessment?
	Students
	Staff

	Others’ opinions
	Confidence

	Ideas on how to improve
	Understanding that no one is right all of the time

	Nothing
	Different ideas from others’ work

	Different ideas from others’ work
	Awareness of how to achieve

	Confidence
	Ideas on how to improve

	Praise
	Improved communication skills

	Understanding of how to identify mistakes
	Trust in others


This table of results (Table 1) is thought provoking as questions about the purpose and design of peer assessment emerge.  The main question here is clear; when opinions on benefits differ, how can peer assessment achieve its intended outcomes?  The answer is that it cannot; if staff have an intended outcome in mind when setting peer assessment tasks, they must make this clear to the students so that they understand the purpose and aim to achieve the intended outcome.  For example, if staff would like students to gain confidence from the activity, they must explicitly explain this purpose and exemplify how this may happen.  During the interviews, staff members emphasised the importance of clear objectives, success criteria and explanations when using peer assessment, but it would seem that despite this emphasis, there are clear failings in this area in the focus school.  There may be unintended outcomes but the main issue here seems to be that staff require training on the delivery of peer assessment tasks.
Questionnaire results on graph 1 show that 44% of students sampled believe the main gain of peer assessment is other students’ opinions on their work.  This is an obvious advantage for many reasons; teachers do not always have time to give immediate feedback, students will accept criticism from peers more readily than from teachers (Black et al., 2002), opinions from others can aid students with improvement as long as the opinions are constructive.  Constructive criticism and opinions are a general requirement of peer assessment as students are supposed to make improvements to their work following the assessment procedure; if these are not available then the purpose of the task is ambiguous.  As exhibited in appendix C, a comment made by a peer is ‘good use of simple punctuation’.  This remark is of no benefit to the student in terms of the ability to improve the work and there are no comments for improvement made.  Therefore, it is possible that this student gained very little from this peer assessment task.
It is pertinent that the word ‘opinion’ be examined as part of this chapter as there could be differing views as to the definition of ‘opinion’ as used in the questionnaire.  In terms of peer assessment, it is considered to mean a written or verbal comment made by someone about someone else’s work to aid them with improvement.  However, it is possible that an opinion can be a single adjective such as ‘good’, ‘excellent’ or ‘disappointing’ to name a few examples.  Observations of peer assessment tasks in the focus school have provided evidence to show that some students make these comments and think that they are sufficient.  Both members of staff interviewed also reiterated this point that students have a tendency to write one word responses unless they are adequately scaffolded to extend their responses.  This exposes the need for thorough training, explanation and guidelines on how to complete peer assessment if it is to be worthwhile.  Black et al. (2002) say that students require guidance on how to work in a group as well as guidelines about how to carry out the peer assessment task.  They say that simplified grade or level descriptors can aid with how to assess and what types of comments could be made; this would help students to avoid writing single word responses.  Jones & Wiliam (2008) add to this by stating that providing a structure for the peer assessment is helpful so that the students have a guide.  The example that they use is the ‘two stars and a wish’ strategy.  To define what is meant by this, it is when two positive aspects of a piece of work are identified along with one suggestion for improvement.  They say that this would help to guide the students to make positive comments and statements for how the work could be improved. 
A very intriguing result shown on the graph on page 29 is that 22% of students believe that they gain nothing from peer assessment.  It would be interesting to find out more about this and the reasons for this result especially considering that Black et al. (2002) collected evidence to show that formative assessment has the potential to raise Key Stage 3 students’ grades by just over half a level.  This student opinion is very different to that of the interviewees as they believe that all students profit from peer assessment whether that be from comments made, seeing how peers have completed the same task and using their ideas or by becoming more confident in their ability to complete a task.  Teachers would not use peer assessment as a tool if they shared the opinion of this 22% of the sample.  It would not be considered a valuable aspect of AFL or be written about in literature if this were the case either.  This is not what is important here; what is important is to discover why some students think this and to combat this thought so that peer assessment is a worthwhile exercise for all involved.
Another interesting result demonstrated by the graph above is that only 7% of students believe that they gain confidence from peer assessment compared to 100% of the interviewees.  Both interviewees mentioned an increase in confidence as an advantage with no prompting from the interviewer.  This suggests that they believe this to be one of the main aims of peer assessment and the data shows that students do not share this opinion.  This reveals that, once again, staff and students share opposing views and that the purpose and aims of peer assessment must not be apparent to all of those involved.  If this were the case, the same opinion would be shared.  This indicates that staff at the focus school need to make the purpose of peer assessment tasks obvious to students so that the aims are met.
In relation to the second language classroom, the example of a comment on a student’s work that can be seen in appendix C is unfortunately a regular occurrence during peer assessment of written work unless it is specifically stated that students are not to comment on punctuation.  When students are assessing oral work, as they cannot discuss punctuation, there is a tendency to report on pronunciation or fluency of speech.  The issue here seems to be that students find assessment of work that is in a language other than their mother tongue to be difficult and as a result they revert to commenting on aspects that could be considered obvious.  The sample used in this research are a top set class and are regarded as some of the most intelligent students in their year group but as demonstrated in appendix C, the initial response is to comment on punctuation which is not necessarily what is expected of high ability students.  There could be a number of explanations for this comment.  It is possible that the teacher did not give clear guidelines as to the purpose of the task or the aspects of the work on which students should be concentrating.  It is plausible that the student could not understand the content of the work and therefore reverted to the use of simplistic comments.  There is also the possibility that the student did not know what type of comments were expected or could be used and so again decided to discuss an element that was obvious or easy.  To ascertain the cause of this comment, more research would need to be undertaken to eliminate the variables.  

There is another viable explanation and that is that the student may have written something to complete the peer assessment task but with no consideration of its benefits.  This idea stems from a comment made by a student in this sample class to the researcher.  It was stated that occasionally they write something so that it looks as though they have completed the task appropriately when in reality they have made generic comments that are of no advantage to their peer.  Other students in this class agreed with this comment.  This raises a question of the focus school and of the concept of peer assessment, has it become a routine, tick-box activity?  Both interviewees stated that they provide success criteria, scaffolding materials and checklists to aid the students and so it is possible that students could copy parts of this material with no real thought or link to the work that they are assessing.  It would be interesting to ask all staff at the focus school and to study other schools to gather evidence to support or refute the comments made by this student to ascertain whether this is an issue in the focus school alone or whether this is an issue with the concept.  
Results show that when asked for examples of peer assessment strategies that students have used, the largest percentage of students, which was 37% of the sample, said that two stars and a wish was a common approach.  This is a well-known and well-established method utilised for the purpose of peer assessment, as noted in the student questionnaires.  This is a positive result as it demonstrates consistency in terms of methods used in the focus school and Sutton (1995) states that whole-school approaches to peer assessment are necessary to be successful.  Nonetheless, it appears that in this setting this system has become routine; students have used this tactic so often that they see it as a tick box exercise to be completed for the purpose of pleasing staff and they have lost sight of its true purpose which is to address specific targets and aims.
An explanation for this type of task becoming routine could be due to staff failing to identify this purpose and using the approach as a tick box activity themselves, to show that they use AFL and peer assessment as part of their lessons as is expected of them by SLT.  This was a remark made in both of the interviews; one interviewee said that it is used because, “we are told to” and because it is considered to be, “good practice”.  The other interviewee stated that it is used because, “we have to, it’s expected”.  Another reason that this task could have become routine is over-use.  Sutton (1995) says that a range of appropriate methods must be employed if peer assessment is to be fruitful and this should be considered in the focus school as it is important to have variety or students may become bored or uninterested; this could have happened with the two stars and a wish procedure.  They could lack an interest and therefore do the bare minimum required for their work to be considered complete by the teacher and as the teacher generally does not have the time to immediately check every comment made, a quick glance could show that the task is complete but it would not necessarily be apparent how well it has been completed.  A further cause for the two stars and a wish system becoming routine could be that students do not see how it is beneficial to them.  Perhaps if they could see the value, they would be more inclined to fully engage in the process.  For students to appreciate its worth, they need clear explanations of the purpose of the peer assessment task, not just the task itself.  They also require training, guidelines and practice.  If they see that this effects their work, they may begin to understand why they are doing it and as a result they could become more invested in the exercise.
Ability

From the data gathered from the interviews undertaken as a part of this research, it is apparent that staff believe that high ability students are more capable of using peer assessment to its full potential.  The staff members interviewed stated that students who are in high sets have the ability to read a peer’s work and assess its quality as they have a better understanding of what they are looking for.  This prompted a question about the use of scaffolds and models to aid the process of peer assessment for lower ability students but the staff members maintained that despite considerable support, higher ability students are still better than their lower ability peers.  This is contradictory of a point made by Black and Wiliam (1998) who gathered evidence that claimed that formative assessment, of which peer assessment is an aspect, seems to help low ability students the most.  However, staff also mentioned that the lower ability students have difficulty identifying strengths and weaknesses in their own work and that this difficulty is enhanced when assessing the work of a peer.  While this may be true, Powell (1997) claims that low achieving students can benefit greatly from working with a peer as it is a non-threatening way to work through issues and solve problems and that peer tutoring, or peer assessment, could have the potential to alter negative self-perception.  If this is this case, peer assessment in mixed ability sets could be of enormous value to the lower ability students, especially in the focus school where low self-esteem is an issue.  Staff said that when students are in mixed ability sets, lower ability students find assessing the work of a higher ability peer to be a challenge as they lack understanding of the subject matter and language used.  However, whilst this may be the case, the higher ability students can aid the lower ability students in improving their work and in doing so, their explanations help them to consolidate their own learning.  Therefore, there may be different purposes of peer assessment to the students of differing ability levels.  Either way, when successfully carried out, the literature suggests that peer assessment can benefit all and perhaps the focus school should assess how these contrasting purposes could be conveyed to the students.
When considering a second language classroom in this context it becomes apparent that students struggle to peer assess accurately.  If students find peer assessing in their first language difficult due to a lack of understanding, this is surely magnified in a second language setting.  In the first year of Key Stage 3, work produced could be considered simple and therefore easier to peer assess but this does not avoid the variation in ability amongst the students and so the point being made here still stands.  As students progress towards the end of Key Stage 3, they are expected to be able to produce extended pieces of oral and written work in their second language, but as the research in this dissertation demonstrates, it would become increasingly difficult for them to peer assess this work.  Appendices C, D and E exhibit this point; these are examples of a peer assessed task from a top set class in the focus school.  They show that the peer assessor has inaccurately assessed this work.  Personal experience shows that these examples demonstrate a frequent inaccuracy when students peer assess in a second language.  Evidence to support or refute this finding had been searched for but nothing has been found and it would be interesting to survey peers in the teaching profession to ascertain whether this inaccuracy of peer assessment is commonplace.
In the focus school, as referred to in the introductory chapter, part of the peer assessment policy involves the colour coded highlighting of work and these examples in the appendices show that students have incorrectly highlighted the work of their peer.  For example, in appendix D, the peer assessor has highlighted almost all of the work in green, which indicates accurate or interesting work.  However, the work is not completely accurate and the teacher has highlighted incorrect aspects in pink.  There are multiple explanations for this; one being that the student did not understand the work and so highlighted it all, another being that the student did not want to read all of the work and so highlighted it all in order to appear to complete the set peer assessment task and a further reason could be that the student believed the work to be correct.  These reasons generate concern as they imply that the peer assessment task has failed to achieve its purpose in this instance.  As previously stated, peer assessment can be used for more than one purpose, but here it would appear as though the student has not helped their peer to improve their work as mistakes were not made apparent and they cannot have helped themselves by using aspects of this work in their own as they have not demonstrated understanding of this work.  This leads to the conclusion that, in this instance, peer assessment in a second language has no impact on the peer assessor or the peer assessed student.
It is pertinent to note here that these examples of inaccurate peer assessment indicate a further and possibly deeper issue with peer assessment and that is that students are indifferent towards it.  Further research would be needed to ascertain why this is the case, and also if it is the case at all.  Nonetheless, the examples in the appendices show inaccurate peer assessment and this could be as a result of indifference towards the process.  If students do not value the system, it is conceivable that they will complete the task as instructed but with no thought of the outcomes and therefore with no purpose.  If this is what is happening, the system is failing and we, as professionals, are continuing to use a technique that is of no benefit to our students.
Gender
During researcher observations of the sample, following completion of the peer assessment questionnaire, students discussed the notion of peer assessment.  An interesting difference of opinion became apparent between the male and female students.  During the conversation, the girls voiced their viewpoint that they are willing to have peers assess their work and express opinions on it and give advice.  In contrast to this, the boys were not as willing and said that they did not trust the judgements of their peers and would prefer a teacher’s view.  Once again, there could be a multifaceted explanation for this opinion from the male students.  It could be that as a top set class the students are obviously intelligent high achievers who want to succeed and do their best; this may be why they value the opinion of their teachers over that of their peers.  It is plausible that the boys are more competitive and so, to them, the teachers’ judgements are of a higher value.  Furthermore, it is feasible that the boys know that peer assessment highlights ability.  If they are showing work to their peers they will know whether they are good at a subject or not so good at it.  They may not want their peers to know their ability either way.  In the focus school, there is a drive to tackle boys’ underachievement, as the boys consistently fail to achieve their targets and they have a tendency to feign a lack of interest in education.  It could be that some of the boys in the sample population do not favour peer assessment as it would demonstrate their high ability level to their peers and they may not want them to know that they are endeavouring to achieve or how well they are doing.
Summary

There are a number of key findings from the research.  One key point is that students may not understand that peer assessment can have numerous purposes and advantages and that although getting support and opinions on their work is one of the main aims, it is not the sole purpose of having a peer assess their work.  It has become apparent that staff need to communicate the aims of the task if students are to gain what the staff intend them to gain such as confidence and self-esteem.  
Another key finding is that opinions on the benefits of peer assessment seem to differ between staff and students; once again communication is the key to consistency in this instance as it is important that both parties share the same ideas about the benefits of peer assessment or tasks may not be fulfilling their objective.  A reference back to the interesting fact that 22% of students think that they gain nothing from peer assessment is appropriate here in order to reinforce the importance of this finding. 
A further key finding is the possibility that peer assessment has become a routine activity to which students are indifferent.  Comments made by participants in this study suggest that not all students value its use and that they do not always understand its purpose and aims.  Evidence from examples of work that can be seen in appendices C, D and E show that students complete tasks as instructed but without consideration of the benefits to their peers as they do not accurately peer assess but simply do what they need to in order to finish the exercise.  A related finding is that boys may be more indifferent to the use of peer assessment than girls and that they may be more likely to make generic comments to a peer than their female counterparts.  Evidence can be seen in the appendices (C, D and E) that come from the work of some boys in the sample.
One of the aims of this study was to ascertain the impact of peer assessment in a second language classroom and the results seems to reflect the impact regardless of language or subject.  However, the examples of work in appendices C, D and E are in a second language and show that students are incapable of accurately peer assessing in a second language as they incorrectly highlight errors and fail to highlight positive aspects.
The next, and final, chapter contains elaborations on the conclusions drawn from this study and recommendations that have become apparent due to this research.

Chapter Five:  Conclusions and Recommendations

In this chapter, elaborations on the conclusions presented in chapter four will be presented and recommendations will be set out.
Aims Revisited
The primary aim of this study was to assess the impact of peer assessment on improving standards and outcomes when used in a second language classroom.  A large part of this aim was to ascertain students’ understanding of and attitudes towards peer assessment tasks.  As mentioned in the previous chapter, appendices C, D and E demonstrate students’ lack of understanding of a peer’s work as they have failed to identify errors.  These 3 examples are typical of the peer assessment work of the student sample used for this research.  It was not practical to copy and include evidence from each student.  This implies that they do not understand that a mistake has been made and that therefore they may also make the same mistakes in their work.  This, in turn, suggests that peer assessment in these cases does not have an impact on improving standards.  In terms of students’ attitudes towards peer assessment, the research demonstrates that they are positive about its usage as they think that it is a good thing as they get help from peers.  This reinforces the idea presented by Topping and Ehly (1998) that peer assessment provides immediate feedback that students appreciate and that it can positively affect attitudes to learning.  Having said this, this aim has proven difficult to meet for a range of reasons that are reported upon in chapter four.  One of these reasons is that as a part of this research there is a lack of evidence that shows successful peer assessment as the students find it so challenging that they fail to complete tasks appropriately.  Without evidence of accurately finished work it is difficult to assess impact on standards and outcomes and so further research is required in this area.  Another reason that this aim has been challenging to meet is the point made on page 37 that students may peer assess in a routine manner with no consideration of individual tasks and therefore, evidence collected during this study may not be a trustworthy source from which to assess impact.  As previously stated, this is a small-scale case study and generalisability is an issue with case studies as is the reliability of findings when the sample size is small (Denscombe, 2010, Cohen et al., 2005).  Again, more research would be needed and evidence would need to be gained from various school settings.  

Some interesting results have emerged from the evidence; when gathering examples of completed peer assessment tasks from second language lessons, it became apparent that mistakes were commonplace.  Examples of such mistakes are the lack of identifying errors or highlighting aspects of work as positive when they contained errors (appendices C, D and E).  As stated in chapter four, there are several possible explanations for this.  It could be that staff are failing to appropriately explain the purpose of the task and what the students are expected to do.  This would require further investigation in the focus school to discover if this is the case.  It may be that students do not understand the assessment criteria and therefore staff at the focus school would need to examine resources such as simplified level descriptors and checklist tick boxes, to ascertain whether they are clear enough for students to use.  Another possibility, and one that was mentioned in one of the staff interviews, is that students have difficulty understanding what their peers have produced.  This raises a question of the purpose of the use of peer assessment in a second language classroom because if students cannot understand each other’s work due to the language used, they may not be able to assess it appropriately.  As a result of this, students may incorrectly peer assess when asked to complete such a task and this is of no benefit to students as the peer assessor is not gaining information or knowledge and the peer assessed student is not gaining useful feedback or ideas for improvement.  One aspect that may aid students in this situation is having a clear purpose; the aims of the task must be made explicit to the students so that they can pinpoint exactly what they are looking for whether this is specific language or content.  More research in second language classrooms is required in order to discover whether it is students’ lack of understanding of language or of the task that is causing errors when peer assessing.   
This evidence provides a negative picture of peer assessment but it must be remembered that 63% of students said that peer assessment was a good idea and this is a positive outcome of this research because it shows that students have a positive attitude towards peer assessment and this evidence may suggest that it is the purpose of peer assessment in the focus school that needs to be re-evaluated.  The negative outlook presented in this research about peer assessment in a second language does not mean that every aspect of peer assessment is negative because if it can improve students’ attitudes towards learning then, obviously, it is having a positive impact.  This research suggests that peer assessment in a second language is not purposeful but this may not be true of such tasks in other subject areas, and studies would need to be done to determine this.  Despite the results showing negative responses with regards to impact on student learning, this research may provide positive responses about other aspects of peer assessment.  It could be said that the commonplace errors that students make when peer assessing could highlight misconceptions to the teacher and that this could then inform teachers’ future lesson planning. 
Examples of student work from one focus school were the primary source of evidence when trying to meet this aim.  This produces obstacles as students have incorrectly peer assessed on a number of occasions in almost every example of work (appendices C, D and E) and students have also stated, as mentioned in chapter four, that they sometimes write something so that it appears that they have accurately completed the task.  When completing the questionnaire, there was a critical incident whereby a student stated that they do what they have to do to look as though they have finished the task properly.  In this case, they were talking about tick box activities where they tick what aspects their partner has included in their work.  This student suggested that they tick boxes without properly considering their peer’s work in order to look as if they’d worked well.  If this student is not alone in this thinking, this is an issue with the reliability of peer assessment.  There was no question about the use of peer assessment in a second language subject on the questionnaire, and this is a weakness as student views could have aided discovery of the impact of peer assessment in this area.  However, there was no question as the questionnaire was for use by the focus school and not solely by the researcher.  
Another aim of this study was to determine opinions of students towards peer assessment.  As previously mentioned, 63% of students have positive opinions with an additional 11% saying that peer assessment is a good idea sometimes.  In addition, 78% of students gave positive responses to the questions about the purpose of peer assessment and what students gain from peer assessment, with responses such as, “to get the opinion of your peer”, “to get feedback on your work” and “to help people improve”.  This evidence shows that the majority of students surveyed have a positive opinion on peer assessment and this supports why schools do this type of task.  These outcomes also reinforce the positive ideas about peer assessment as presented by Sutton (1995), Black & Wiliam (1998), Topping & Ehly (1998), Black et al. (2002 & 2003) and Fautley & Savage (2008).
However, the remaining 22% should not be ignored, as almost a quarter of student respondents had negative opinions on peer assessment.  When asked what they gain from peer assessment some comments were unfavourable of the process, with students making comments such as, “hardly anything”, “nothing in particular” and “nothing because it’s unnecessary”.  This evidence reinforces the findings explained under the ability sub-heading in chapter four, that students may have become indifferent towards peer assessment and may not value the process.  If this is accurate and almost a quarter of students feel like this, then action must be taken to address this considering that the majority of literature mentions the advantages of peer assessment with regards to improved attainment (Sutton, 1995, Black et al. 2002, 2003, Fautley & Savage 2008).  There is literature that reinforces the opposing ideas about peer assessment that have arisen from this research; Field (2000) states that peer assessment in a second language can only take place superficially as students lack the language skills to complete meaningful tasks in the target language.  This could explain why some students believe that they do not gain much from peer assessment.  Black (2015) says that the work that he helped to produce in 1998 provided an optimistic view of peer assessment and its advantages and that perhaps it was too readily accepted in the education community.  This reinforces points made in this research that peer assessment must be utilised in specific ways for it to have an impact as it would be too optimistic to say that it can improve outcomes by being used solely as described by Black and Wiliam (1998).
A further aim was to ascertain opinions of staff towards peer assessment.  Both members of staff stated that peer assessment is useful if utilised for specific purposes such as gaining ideas on the content of work from peers or to gain confidence in work produced.  Both remarked that students need very clear guidelines as to what to look for in others’ work otherwise peer assessment has proven to be unsuccessful in their experience.  The staff members were sceptical of the use of peer assessment as it is set out in educational documentation, such as guidelines from the Welsh Assembly Government (2008, 2009, 2010, 2011), as they stated that they use it as often as they do because they are told to by the SLT of the focus school and by other teaching professionals in continuing professional development sessions.  The staff members said that peer assessment must be timely and relevant and that higher ability students find such tasks easier.  Their reasoning behind this opinion was similar as both stated that higher ability students have a better understanding of tasks and success criteria and that lower ability students have difficulty locating strengths and weaknesses in their own work and that this difficulty is magnified when assessing a peer’s work.  As previously stated, this links to Bloom’s taxonomy (fig. 1) (WAG, 2010) which states that evaluation is a high-level skill and therefore difficult to master and as peer assessment is an evaluative task some students find it difficult.  With regards to this aim, this research shows that staff believe that peer assessment has a place in classrooms but that it must be integrated into well-planned lessons and that students must be supported appropriately.  It also demonstrates that staff think that peer assessment is not always appropriate for use with all students all of the time and that this should be considered during whole-school planning.  
A point that arises from this discussion is respect for teachers’ professional judgement in the focus school.  It seems that the SLT want to see peer assessment being used regularly to improve standards; there is a specific pen that is expected to be used and to be seen to be being used in book reviews, lesson observations and departmental reviews.  However, this research suggests that peer assessment does not meet this aim and that perhaps it should not be too regularly used for this purpose.  It is suggested that it is more useful in improving attitudes towards learning amongst students as they appreciate the views of peers, they like having immediate help, they can see what others of the same ability are able to achieve and produce and they enjoy sharing ideas.  This shows that teachers should be trusted to use their professional judgement about the frequency and purpose of the use of peer assessment tasks.
An additional aim was to reflect on personal practice with regards to the purpose of peer assessment in the classroom and how it is used.  As the student sample were a class that I teach, the outcomes from the student questionnaire were encouraging as 78% of students have a positive attitude towards peer assessment.  However, as previously acknowledged in this chapter, the remaining 22% cannot be ignored and something must be done to develop a more positive outlook amongst this percentage of students.  When considering what students think that they gain from peer assessment versus what I think that they gain, opinions are similar but there is room for more explanation on my part as I believe that students should be able to learn from listening to each other or from reading each other’s work and, presently, the students are not realising this potential gain of peer assessment.  The majority of students are also failing to recognise that an increase in confidence could be an advantage of peer assessment, whether this be realising that they all make mistakes or that they can understand someone else’s work or that they understand what makes a good piece of work.  This is another aspect of student views that I must address in my classroom.  This could be achieved by modelling examples of work that are considered to be successful.  It is possible that examples of good and poor work could be examined by students so that they can ascertain what they should or should not be doing in their work.  There are many ways to go about this and different ways will be examined and experimented with following this research.
Recommendations

A number of recommendations can be made following this research but the main one must be to tackle the opinions of staff and students so that all have an equal understanding of peer assessment and its purpose.  The process must be valued in order to be worthwhile.  If staff do not value it, this opinion will be conveyed to students and staff will not strive to find successful ways of using it in their classrooms.  If students do not value it, it will not work as a pedagogy and it would be a pointless activity; for students to gain something from a process, they must recognise that it has a purpose and that it will help them to achieve and improve.  In terms of how to tackle this, this would need to be discussed in the focus school but a move away from the idealistic view of peer assessment is essential and a realistic one must be adopted.  Black (2015) says that it is possible that the review carried out by himself and Dylan Wiliam in 1998 was optimistic about the practicalities of utilising AFL techniques.  Teachers’ views must be listened to; if staff feel that specific peer assessment methods cannot be used with some students, this must be realised and other methods must be utilised.  It must be understood that peer assessment takes training and time and that it cannot be used in every lesson.
Further recommendations are derived from the above over-arching recommendation.  Therefore, these have been bullet pointed for ease of understanding.

· The purpose of peer assessment tasks must be made explicit to students before beginning the tasks.

· Peer assessment techniques must be varied.  Consistency in a school setting is necessary but students quickly become complacent so varying methods is important but not varying them for the sake of it.  Tasks must be relevant.

· Peer assessment tasks require thorough explanation in several ways.  Students need to understand why they are doing the task and how to complete it.  They must understand what they are looking for, what to comment on and what types of comments are required and useful.

· Staff training is a further recommendation as there are misconceptions as to what is considered to be peer assessment.  Marking another student’s spelling test is not peer assessment.  It may be a way of marking but it cannot pass for a peer assessment method.
Professional Development

A result of this research is the importance of explaining the purpose of tasks to students.  If students do not understand why they are doing something they will not always strive to achieve their best and they may become indifferent towards completing tasks that they see as routine (see pages 36, 39 and 40).  It has also become apparent that idealistic views of pedagogy are passed on to teachers, and whilst this is important in order to understand the premise of a concept, sometimes a realistic approach must be adopted if the method is to be purposefully utilised.  For example, specific peer assessment techniques should be used and adapted to suit the needs of students; they should not be used to tick a box.  It is important not to lose sight of the individual students who have differing abilities and needs.
Dissemination

There are key areas for development which arise for the focus school as a result of this research.  There are aspects of the approach to peer assessment that could be developed.  Dissemination of the outcomes and recommendations of this study to the SLT would be worthwhile to aid improvement in the delivery of peer assessment tasks.
Suggestions for Further Research

This was a small-scale study and further research with a larger sample of both staff and students would be desirable.  It would be interesting to gain an insight into views of peer assessment from low achieving students as the student sample here contained high achieving students.  A whole staff questionnaire would be a useful way of gauging wider staff opinion.  In terms of further research into the use of peer assessment in a second language subject, it would be intriguing to study a wider range of settings to see if the same or similar results would arise.  
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Appendices
Appendix A







Appendix B - Table 2 – Results from Staff Interviews.
	Theme
	Example

	Assessment Aids
	Students need clear ideas as to what to look for in peer’s work such as a scaffold, model, example or checklist.

	Ability Level
	Higher ability students are more able to successfully complete peer assessment as they have a better understanding of the requirements of the task.

Low ability students find it challenging to identify mistakes.

	Benefits
	When completed properly by students, they see the benefit of peer assessment as they gain a lot from it in terms of how to improve their work due to comments from peers and seeing how peers have completed the same task.

	Good Practice
	It is expected to be an aspect of a ‘good’ lesson; therefore it can be over used and/or used because it is expected.

	Timely
	Use of peer assessment must be relevant and it must be embedded into teaching.

	Confidence
	Students need to realise that no one is correct all of the time and that it is ok to make mistakes as it is a part of learning.  Seeing mistakes from others can help give students confidence in their work and their ability.
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Questionnaire:

Peer Assessment

1. Do you thirk hat peer cssessment is a good idea?

2. Tnyour opinion, what is the purpose of peer assessment>

3. Tn your opinion, what do you gain from peer assessment>

4. Ave similar peer assessment strategies used around the school? Yes/No

4a. Can you give examples>

5. Can you give examples of peer assessment strategies/activities That you have used?

6. Have you any suggestions on how we could improve The process of peer assessment
inour schaol?

Thank you for taking the time to complee this questionnaire.
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