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A critical reflection on the role of peer assessment to enable the development of written literacy 

skills with a specific focus on sentence construction. 

15041683 

 

1.1 Introduction and Rationale 

When designing this research project, the aim was to critically reflect on the role of peer assessment 

and how it enables learners, especially those who face educational disadvantage, to develop essential 

literacy skills, primarily sentence construction. The purpose of this research was to enable learners to 

begin to recognise areas in which they need to improve and express this in a technical way. At the 

start of this research, the ideal outcome was envisioned to be developing a pedagogy and system of 

AfL (both peer and self-assessment) to enable learners to improve their own work independently. This 

would aim to improve the standard of the basic written literacy skills of these learners. The rationale 

behind this researched was focused on the role of specific interventions in the classroom and school 

as a whole. School X (anonymised for the purposes of privacy, confidentiality and ethical issues (British 

Educational Research Association BERA, 2011)) spends a portion of its Pupil Development Grant PDG 

on literacy interventions in the school. This year, one of the main aims of these interventions has been 

the improvement of basic written literacy skills in a small classroom setting run by a Higher Level 

Teaching Assistant (HLTA). These interventions are primarily targeted at Free School Meal learners 

and, hence, are statistically more likely, as learners, to have a deficit in their literacy skills (Wales 

Centre for Equity in Eduation, 2014). This action research aimed to look at developing a system of AfL 

that uses both peer and self-assessment to ensure that these intervention sessions were as effective 

– both financially and educationally – as possible. This research was also designed to look at how 

learners could become more independent and have ownership of their own learning in line with the 

4 purposes outline in the new curriculum for Wales set forth by Donaldson (Donaldson, 2015). 

 

1.2 Research aims and questions  
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When designing this action research, three research aims came to prominence: 

1. To design an AfL system that uses peer assessment to allow learners to identify errors in each 

other’s sentence construction using technical language. 

2. To demonstrate, through evaluation, and analysis that this AfL technique delivers improved 

attainment in accurate sentence construction. 

3. To explore learner’s attitudes and understanding of technical vocabulary regarding sentence 

construction.  

However, due to the time restrains and the scale of this research project, the following research aim 

was chosen: 

1. To design an AfL system that uses peer assessment to allow learners to identify errors in each 

other’s sentence construction using technical language. 

As part of this research aim, two research questions have been devised: 

1. To what extend can peer assessment be a useful formative assessment tool to raise the 

standards of written literacy skills, especially, sentence construction? 

2. Does the use of technical vocabulary, in regard to literacy skills, contribute to an effective 

understanding of how to apply these skills? 

 

These research questions were devised through an investigation into the effective interventions for 

learners to improve skills in literacy. As will be discussed later in the literature review, research 

conducted already in this field has had a great impact on the shaping and formulation of this research 

aim. The research aim has been narrowed since the instigation of this research due to time constraints. 
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2.1 Context 

School X is a comprehensive school based in the local authority area of Newport in south Wales; it is 

under the direction of Newport Local Education Authority. The school has admissions from 11- 18 and 

is a community school with 806 learners on role as of present. The school has seen an increase in 

intake every year for the last 3 years, with 2018 being the highest with a cohort of 178. Since the last 

Estyn monitoring inspection, the school has been seen as making huge improvements and has taken 

great steps in improving the quality of teaching and learning. Internal data from school also supports 

this with 89% of lesson observations in the academic years 2017/18 being rated as good or excellent. 

The school had also recently been part of an Estyn thematic review into teaching and learning which 

used the school as a case study for improving teaching and learning. 

 

The school demographic is representative of the local community of south-east Newport that it serves. 

30.4% of learners are eligible for free school meals (e-FSM) – which is almost double the welsh national 

average of 16%. Since the last Estyn inspection, the cohort has seen a change in makeup; e-FSM 

learners have increased by 10% and the school has seen an increase in the number of learners who 

have English as an additional language (EAL). This includes a significant minority of learners who are 

of Roma heritage who have never attended mainstream education before.   

2.2 Leadership Context 

School X has recently seen a shift in the portfolios of the leadership team following a review of the 

strategic priorities of the school. The most important of these, and the one most relevant to this study, 

is the role of Director of Skills. The creation of this role at SLT level shows how seriously School X 

deems the role of the skills of Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Competency to the curriculum and 

education of learners. This role has come about as it was something that was deemed as needing 

improvement in the last Estyn report of School X. The role of skills has also become a key priority for 
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the Welsh Government and can be seen in the new Estyn Framework. This was also the rationale for 

conducting interviews with senior and middle leaders in the school. One of the key questions posed 

in this research was how the school sees the process of teaching and learning and assessment fitting 

in to support the development and embedding of these skills, especially literacy skills.  

 

2.3 Class Context 

The context of the class that will be the focus of this action research is a GCSE English Language year 

11 set. This set is a mixed ability and ranged from PiXL fine grading of G3 to D3. This class contains 19 

learners with almost an equal split of e-FSM learners and non-FSM learners (10:9). The class also has 

a large number of learners who have EAL (75%). The learners in this class range from WAG stages A to 

C. I have taught this class last year and I will be continuing to teach this class as they carry through to 

their GCSE exam. This class has a low level of literacy skills and are at varying levels of English language 

acquisition. This class also has an issue with attendance. Attendance rates in this class vary but most 

are below the LEA target of 93%, some significantly at 72%. These attendance issues are not just an 

issue for e-FSM learners but across all learners in this class. This class also contains a significant 

number of learners who are of Roma heritage and I have been working closely with the pastoral team 

and Roma support team to improve their attendance. The issue of the attendance of GRT learners was 

highlighted by OFSTED in a report in 2014 (OFSTED, 2014). 

2.4 Current role of peer assessment at School X 

Within the Assessment and Feedback policy at School X, peer assessment has a prominent role. The 

policy states that peer or self-assessment should be included in lessons once every three lessons; 

teacher feedback is required once every six weeks. In my teaching, I have encounter an issue with this 

policy; this has raised a question which has been the main focus of this action research: does the 

quality of peer assessment used in lessons justify the reduction in the level of teacher assessment? 
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Black has highlighted in his work that the peer assessment does have an important role within the 

class and assessment policies: 

‘In practice, peer-assessment turns out to be an important complement and may even be a 

prior requirement to self-assessment’. (Black, 2003). 

In order to ensure that the quality self-assessment and self-recognition of literacy skills, peer 

assessment must also be used effectively. One problem faced by learners in English is the fact that 

weaker learners, as self-assessors, struggle to identify their technical mistakes because of the limited 

knowledge of technical writing. Learners cannot spot the mistakes in any obvious way. 

 

3. Literature Review 

3.1 Assessment for Learning 

There is currently a conflict between formative and summative assessment in the classroom. It has 

been stated – and well researched – that summative assessment provides teachers with data that 

shows accountability for the progress of the class; however, formative assessment shows the 

development, understanding and recognition of a specific skill at that moment In time in the 

classroom. Cullingford states that summative assessment (and the obsession the education sector has 

with it) is hindering good quality teaching and learning in the classroom. The cyclical process of 

summative assessment focused on by many schools has created an environment of the ‘high-stakes’ 

assessment that must prove all progress’ (Cullingford, 1997). There is evidence to prove that this 

process of high-stakes assessment is damaging to the process of teaching and learning as It becomes 

the focus. This has been deemed the so called ‘teaching to the test’. The very nature of assessment 

should be to improve the skills of learners and not to categorise or rank learners (Tanner & Jones, 

2003). Summative assessment is not always the best method to measure and, thus, improve the skills 

of learners.  
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3.1 Peer Assessment 

It has been suggested by Wiliam and Black (1998) that formative assessment may be a valid 

contribution to this problem of teaching to the test. Both state that formative and summative 

assessments can provide flexibility that allows both learners and teachers to react to a situation that 

is faced right there and then in the classroom. However, this is only useful when the assessment is 

used as evidence to meet the needs of the learners in the class (Black & Wiliam, 1998). Formative 

assessment, in the case of peer assessment, becomes significant as it can change attitudes towards 

learning. Summative assessment can also have the unintended consequences of demotivating 

learners, however formative assessment allows some learners to believe they can improve (Black, 

2003). 

 

Black (2003) also went on to stress how learners find it difficult to reach their learning goal if they do 

not fully understand their learning goal and are able to assess it for themselves (Black, 2003). From 

their research, it became abundantly clear that one of the biggest difficulties for learners was to think 

in terms of goals. Peer assessment, when used correctly gets learners to think in terms of these goals 

and gives them actions to achieve them. Two key approaches became evident from this research: 

firstly, learners must be informed about their learning process; and secondly, the understanding of 

learning goals must be explicit throughout the lesson, and to the learner, to enable them to assess 

their learning as they go. Their research highlights that if any form of peer or self-assessment is to be 

useful, time must be invested in establishing what these goals are and ensuring learners are clearly 

informed about what these goals look like and how progress towards these goals can be tracked. Badly 

planned peer and self-assessment is doomed to be ineffective. Learners must be involved in setting 

these goals and tracking their progress, as a class, towards them. Learners must establish the criteria 

that they must be assessed against – something peer assessment provides the opportunity to do 
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(Freeman & Lewis, 1998). However, an area of peer assessment that has been explored and also 

contributed to the effectiveness of it as an assessment tool is the role of peer pairing. As already 

highlighted in other research, learners who have weak English skills will struggle to recognise errors in 

their own work so will be unable to do this in the work of their peers. Peer pairing is an area of 

exploration carried out by Topping who states that pairing weaker and more able students together 

could contribute to a peer tutoring effect, offering modelled example of what a skill looks like 

(Topping, 1988). 

4. Methodology 

4.1 Methodology Rationale 

This action research has been carried out in the form of a case study as it provides a more holistic and 

in-depth approach to the subject. This study will draw upon multiple sources of data: work produced 

by learners, assessment information, teacher observation of learners and summative assessments. By 

using a case study, this research aims to capture the intricacies of the complex situation of a classroom 

environment. However, this does mean issues surrounding external validity must be address. It will be 

difficult to generalise any findings outside of this classroom; however, this research should contribute 

to sharing best practice amongst education professionals.  

4.1 Challenges and Issues 

Carrying out this research into effective pedagogy and assessment structure has raised some 

challenges. Within the context of the class under investigation, the learners understanding of grammar 

and technical language is at varying degrees. Other issues that face this class: vocabulary acquisition 

and attendance of the class (reinforcing and embedding skills). Although low levels of literacy and 

language acquisition could become problematic for this research, it will mean the package of peer 

assessment techniques developed for this class will become suitable for learners of all abilities and 

therefore, can be tailored accordingly. Attendance is also an issue for this class (especially because of 
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the time of year this research was undertaken, July 2018); however, this was tracked but the teacher 

and pastoral team; the size of the sample in the class allowed for conclusion to be drawn from the 

data. 

 

5. Research Findings 

Throughout the course of teaching this unit on sentence construction, it has become very clear that 

the role of technical language in peer assessment is critical. The research was carried out over three 

weeks and a mini-scheme of learning was created to teach the technical understanding of sentence 

construction. Peer assessment was interspersed amongst the scheme. It became very apparent that 

as learners began to gain a greater understanding of the technical language and skills, their peer 

assessment comments began to improve, enabling greater progress. As evident in the work produced 

by learners A, B and C, the technical understanding of sentence construction has been used in the peer 

assessment they have received from their peers. This has been in the form of using technical language 

to label and identify the different elements of the work. Within the work of learner C, it is evident that 

the time taken in the scheme to teach this technical understanding has benefited the understanding 

and knowledge of the technical writing that enables progress.  

 

To order to achieve this, a scheme of learning that focused on teaching technical skills. Bell works were 

used to practise and embed the skills. These ranged from basic sentence make up (subject and verb) 

to reinforcing the structure of simple, compound and complex sentences. These were then assessed 

every lesson and learners would start of marking the correctly structured sentences and correcting 

those that were wrong. This had two outcomes: firstly, getting learners confident in assessing other 

learners work; and secondly, having the chance to role model the use of technical language in peer 

assessment. This idea of role modelling how to peer assess a piece of work was also used later in the 
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scheme as evident in the work of learners A, B, C in the appendices. In line with the research carried 

out by Wiliam and Black (2003), the structure of the Bell Work throughout this scheme of learning 

focused on learners recognising and understanding the goals when peer assessing. Each Bell Work 

focused on learners creating accurate compound and complex sentences. These were then peer 

assessed by different learners every lesson over a series of 14 lesson. Each time learners would see 

another learner’s work. This gave every learner the chance to see, recognise and understand the 

application of the technical writing skills of other learners. At an early stage, this peer assessment was 

heavily structure and role modelled to ensure learners had the language require to enable them to 

fluently assess in term of technical language. This was also structured in this was to create what 

Topping (1988) calls the effect of peer tutoring. Below is an example of how this worked: 

  

Here you can see how a learner has reviewed learner Bs construction of compound and complex 

sentences from the Bell Work. In red pen, you can see how another learner has started to use the 

technical language of sentence types to identify them for learner B. As the scheme of learning moved 

forward, this level of sentence identification and use of technical knowledge began to be implement 

not just in Bell Work exercises but in extended pieces of writing.  
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One of the key ways of doing this was to ensure that learners were fully aware of the success criteria 

and that the success criteria explicitly used the technical language that was expected when setting 

learning goals in peer assessment. Below is an example of how the success criteria was used when 

using technical language: 

 

Here you can see how a learner has peer assessed a partner’s work against the success criteria that 

has used technical language. This success criteria not only role modelled how to use technical 

vocabulary in comment but also encouraged learners to give comments to their peers to directly 

improve their work. Learners would become the peer tutors that Topping (1988) talks about in their 

research. It also creates a learning goal that uses technical language that is shared amongst the 

learners so they can give advice and act upon it in their work. This is evident on the last page of 

appendix III where learner C has completed an improved paragraph after live target setting by a peer. 
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This example above shows how learners used peer assessment to recognise accurate sentence 

construction and label the varying types of sentences. In order to achieve this effect, peer assessment 

throughout this scheme was heavily structured and role modelled. The next stage from this in the 

lesson was to have learners begin to set targets to improve live during the writing. These targets would 

be set using the technical language that the learners had gained during the teaching of these skills.  
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Above is an example of how live target setting occurred in the lesson. As set out by Black (2003) in his 

research, for peer assessment and AfL to have any form of effective use in the classroom as formative 

assessment, learners must set their own goals and understand their own goals. The recognition came 

from the teaching element of the technical language (which will be discussed later in this section) but 

the setting of the learning goals came from this use of structured peer assessment. As shown in this 

example of learner Bs work, you can see the live target settings in the EBI in red pen. Learner Bs target 

statements says: 

 ‘Use a semi-colon in your work’  

In the very next paragraph, you can see how this goal was recognised, understood and acted upon to 

see direct progress in the construction and variation of sentence types in their work. This is clear 

Live peer labelling 

of sentence type, 

similar to the 

structure used in 

Bell Work 

Live target setting 

by learners using 

technical language  

Attempt at using 

the skill in the 

target. Evidence of 

direct progress  
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evidence that, within the setting of the learning goals in this class, heavily structure peer assessment 

with the use of technical language does have an impact of the standard of accurate and varied 

sentence construction. This not only goes on to support the work by Black (2003) but also shows that 

peer assessment must be heavily structure to ensure its effectiveness. The work shown above is from 

a learner who is at WAG stage B and currently follows a language acquisition curriculum. 

  

In order for this for live peer target setting to have an impact, learners would need to both recognise 

and understand the technical language being used. This was taught through the unit when it became 

apparent, through AfL, that learners were unclear (or did not know) what certain aspects of technical 

sentence construction and variation were. Throughout the scheme, lessons were taught on various 

elements of the accurate sentence construction (see appendix IV). These lessons would focus on 

teaching a technical skill and build upon the use of technical language by recognising, understanding 

and applying a skill. As each skill was embedded, it was practised in a piece of writing. Learners would 

then be looking for these in the work they peer assessed and set the live targets with an understanding 

of the learning goal. Here is an example of how this was used in the context of parenthetic sentences.  
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In regards to the research questions, this piece of work has shown that the AfL system developed, 

using technical vocabulary to recognise and implement learning goals through peer assessment, has 

been successful. All learners in this class raised their levels of written literacy skills within the work set 

in this class. From the evidence produced in their work, it is clear to see that these learners have a 

technical understanding of sentence construction and are demonstrating it in their own work and the 

in the role of peer tutor when peer assessing work. However, this was a highly structured system of 

AfL. This structure allowed learners to identify errors in their own work and others.  

6. Conclusion 

6.1 Research Conclusion 
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Within the context of School X, peer assessment has a prominent role. As mentioned in the context of 

this research, the frequency of teacher assessment has been reduced with an emphasis placed on the 

importance of peer and self-assessment. This research has shown that in order for peer and self-

assessment to have an effective outcome – or be as effective as individualised teacher feedback – 

technical understanding of skill must first be present in learners and peer tutors. For this policy to be 

effective, time must be taken on ensuring learners first understand and can recognise these skills and 

are capable of understanding and setting their own learning goals, as stated by Black (2003). 

6.2 Research question conclusion 

1. To what extend can peer assessment be a useful formative assessment tool to raise the 

standards of written literacy skills, especially, sentence construction? 

This action research has shown that peer assessment is a useful formative assessment and can be used 

to raise the standards of written literacy skills. The work produced by the learners during the live target 

setting has shown that peer assessment can be a valuable and useful assessment tool in raising the 

standards of literacy skills in a specific piece of work. One issue that has arisen during the conduct of 

the research is the need for heavy and specific scaffolding. A further avenue for this research would 

be to consider how far, or for what length of time, this method of peer assessment would need to be 

used for to ensure that the technical skills that have been evidenced in this research become 

embedded and secured in learners. This action research has supported the view of researchers, such 

as Wiliam, Black and Freeman & Lewis, that formative assessment (in the form of peer assessment) 

can be a very successful and useful tool in the classroom if it is structured and used in such a way that 

the learning goals and success criteria are understood by the learners.    

2. Does the use of technical vocabulary, in regard to literacy skills, contribute to an effective 

understanding of how to apply these skills? 

The use of technical vocabulary, and its use in success criteria and learning goals, has shown to be 

effective in producing direct and evident progress in literacy skills in a piece of work. One key element 
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where this was particularly successful was its use in live target setting in the peer assessment of work. 

As shown in an example by learner B and C (section 5 and appendices II, III), progress is made in the 

direct paragraph afterwards. It is vital to highlight that in order for technical vocabulary to be effective 

in contributing to the effectiveness of these skills, a through and clear understanding of this technical 

language and the skills they apply to must first be gained. Within the context of this action research, 

this was developed through the explicit teaching of these skills.  

4104 
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Appendix I: Learner A 
 

Role modelling the use of 

technical language by the 

teacher in assessment comments 
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Appendix II: Learner B 

Use of technical language 

in peer assessment 

comments 
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Role modelling the 

correct use of 

technical skills. 

Using this in peer 

assessment and 

then in own work 
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Appendix III: Learner C 
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Peer assessment 

of sentence types 

using technical 

language 
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Role modelling the use of 

technical language by the 

teacher in assessment comments 
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Example of structure peer 

assessment using the 

success criteria that was 

used to set learning goals. 
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Appendix IV: Examples of teaching technical language in scheme of learning 
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