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How can we improve pupils’ engagement with their own work through the use of peer assessment?

Section 1 – Aims, Focus and Purpose 

The purpose of this qualitative action research project was to find out if and how we could improve pupils’ engagement with their work through the use of peer assessment as an Assessment for Learning (AfL) strategy. AfL is a mode of formative assessment that highlights pupils’ skill and understanding, what gaps they have in their knowledge and how we can bridge the gap between these two things (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). Peer assessment has proven gains for those assessing as well as those being assessed, which include increasing pupil engagement levels with class activities as well as enhancing pupils accountability for their own understanding of their work (Topping, 2009:22).

The quality of feedback provided by teachers as a tool for pupils to progress in their knowledge an understanding is an issue that interested my research partner and I. Black and Wiliam (1998:4) argue that teachers’ feedback serves as a more of a managerial function instead of a learning opportunity. Classroom ratios mean teachers get limited time to go through books and mark pupils work, which can mean that feedback can be of low quality and non-beneficial to the progression of pupil learning. In my class, I have found that when children go back through previous work to answer teacher marking, they often respond to marking with little thought or engagement. This research project aimed to understand if peer-assessment, which can serve as both an immediate and individualised way of delivering feedback than feedback from a teacher, had any influence on the metacognitive process and therefore engagement levels of the pupils when producing work in the classroom (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6).



Section 2 – Research Context

The action research project took place in one small school and one large school both situated in south Wales. School A is a very small school of 68 children from age three to eleven and is situated in a rural village. Most children attending the school come from an area that is both socially and economically disadvantaged. Following the last inspection, Estyn (2014) reported that 18% of children received free school meals. Currently, this has risen and is around 26% of children. English is the language predominantly spoken both at home and at school. The action research project was carried out in Class 3, which is a mixed Year 4/5/6 class of 25 children (8 female and 17 male).  School B is a large Church School of 339 pupils with 10 classes (Estyn, 2019). The action research project was carried out in a mixed Year 4/5 class of 30 pupils (17 male and 13 female). 

The children in my class at School A self assess on a daily basis and often use peer assessment strategies too. I discussed this with my research partner, whose class at School B rarely use self-assessment or peer assessment strategies. We decided that since our classes were of similar size and were both made up of mixed year groups, this would be an interesting comparison to investigate the impact of peer assessment strategies on pupils engagement levels with their own work. Moreover, given the developments with the new curriculum in Wales based on Donaldson’s Successful Futures Report (2015) that emphasises the role of AfL in the classroom. Donaldson argues that AfL should have an essential place in the everyday teaching and learning process, suggesting that various AfL strategies be employed by teachers, including self and peer-assessment strategies so that pupils learning journey continues to be nurtured (Donaldson, 2015:73-85).  

This research project entailed investigating the response of the pupils to the peer assessment strategies trialled during the research session, which included oral feedback and written feedback, by observing their behaviour and engagement levels with the strategy and with their own work. In order to observe during the research sessions, parental consent was gained using this consent form (Appendix N). Furthermore, the children in both classes signed assent forms to indicate they were happy to participate in the action research project (Appendix M). All pupils were made aware of their right to withdraw from the study at any time, as this was explained on the assent form and discussed prior to the research sessions commencing. 





























Section 3 – Short Overview of Relevant Literature 

Formative assessment ‘is at the heart of effective teaching’ (Black and Wiliam, 1998:2). Teaching and learning is a collaborative system, in that teachers, need to know where pupils skills and abilities currently are, where they need to go next and how to adapt teaching for this to be achieved. Teachers can gather this information through assessment, carried out in a variety of different ways, such as observing pupils, discussions within the classroom, and reading and marking pupils work. Assessment becomes formative when the information is used by teachers to take action and modify teaching in order to meet the needs of the pupils (Black and Wiliam, 1998:2). While marking pupils work, my research partner and I found that the feedback given to pupils was usually received with little engagement and therefore was not supporting pupils to progress in their learning. This issue drew us towards a research project based on formative assessment. Black and Wiliam have highlighted how teacher’s feedback to their pupils operates as somewhat of a managerial function, usually at the expense of learning and progression (1998:4). Upon further research into the seminal work of Black and Wiliam (1998), and their later works in which they provide their ideas with theoretical basis (2003; 2009) and of other academics such as Hattie and Temperley (2007) and Topping (2009), my research partner and I refined our research to focus on peer assessment specifically, to research how it could influence pupils’ engagement with their own learning. 

Peer assessment is giving learners of ‘equal-status’ the opportunity to assess one another’s work, looking for the qualities of the work as well as ways the work could be improved (Topping, 2009:20). Equal-status is a flexible term that simply refers to the pupils being within a few years of schooling of each other, rather than based on ability within classrooms (Topping, 2009:21). Black and Wiliam have emphasised how both self and peer-assessment are fundamental components of formative assessment, as they give students the understanding that learning is to occur during a classroom activity (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). The most evident benefit of peer assessment is that it is available in greater volume and is a more immediate and individualised way of providing feedback than that of teacher feedback (Topping, 2009:20). Furthermore, peer assessment has proven to have gains for both those assessing and those being assessed (Topping, 2009:23). These include increased engagement with tasks and enhancing pupils’ sense of accountability (Topping, 2009:23). Furthermore, peer assessment can enable pupils to identify errors earlier in the learning process, increasing reflection and enhancing ‘metacognitive self-awareness’ (Topping, 2009:22). 

Topping has argued that a pupil as a peer assessor with less skill than a teacher but with more time to produce feedback can produce a formative assessment that is as equally as reliable and valid as of that produced by a teacher (2009:20). This is a bold statement but is possible if pupils have been supported and are clear on the learning goals. This is dependent on a number of different variables, such as the pedagogy of the teacher employing the AfL strategy, how well the strategy has been implemented, how long the pupils have been using it for and what type of learning environment the pupils are taught in. Formative assessment will work best in a classroom culture of success that emphasises the concept that every pupil has the potential to grow and to achieve (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). If the culture of a classroom is focused on rewards, pupils look for the easiest ways to obtain these rewards and lose focus on improving their learning (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). 

When implemented successfully, formative assessment supports children of all abilities, and studies by Black and Wiliam have shown it is particularly beneficial for low achievers (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). Their studies demonstrate how formative assessment strategies help low achievers to recognise their own errors and supports them in overcoming these issues (1998:6). However, as Black and Wiliam have noted, for this to work, feedback to pupils should focus on highlighting the quality aspects of their work, giving advice on ways to improve work and should not lead to the comparison of pupils to each other (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). Hattie and Temperley have explored how pupils willingness to engage with feedback works best when pupils feel confident in the work they have produced, even if it has errors, as feedback can be ignored if confidence is low (2007:87-112). They suggest that negative and unclear feedback can lead to poor performance and negative self-esteem (Hattie and Temperley, 2007:81-112). However, what they don’t discuss are the impacts of feedback on a pupils learning orientation. A heavy focus on marks/grades and a sense of competitiveness can constrain learners’ ability to make suggested improvements (Black and Wiliam, 2009:27). 

The benefits of peer assessment in writing tasks are substantial, and peer editing in writing tasks has proven to have extremely effective results (Topping, 2009:23). Topping has argued that in terms of formative assessment, peer assessment of writing tasks is equally as effective as teacher assessment, and sometimes can be more effective (2009:23). The peer assessment of writing is flexible in that the feedback can be general or very focused giving suggestions for possible improvements. It is so effective because pupils are usually both honest and reliable when assessing themselves and a peer (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). Peer assessment can also be extremely complimentary to other strategies, such as collaborative learning (Topping, 2009:23). Topping’s research indicates that a combination of collaborative learning and peer assessment will increase the frequency during which students will discuss things they find difficult and ask each other for help, as well as positively transform their attitude toward asking for help (2009:23). 

Peer assessment cannot help pupils engage with their learning if pupils are not given a clear picture of the aims and targets that they need to achieve (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). Black and Wiliam have pointed out that often, pupils do not have this clear picture (1998:6). Instead, they passively accept what they are told and do not see the logic or next steps in their learning (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). Lev Vygotsky, social constructivist and psychologist has pointed out that in order to encourage growth, cognitive conflict must be created (Vygotsky, 1978:82; Black and Wiliam, 2009:20). Formative assessment practices are essential in this case, as they create this cognitive conflict, rather than giving pupils the answers. The importance of peer assessment is involving learners in their own metacognitive process and reflecting on their own learning (Black and Wiliam, 2009:21). 

Vygotsky’s work is influential in the current developing curriculum, which emphasises the need to create learning environments in which children are provided with the opportunity to collaborate with peers in order to construct their own meanings (Donaldson, 2015:29-30,66; Gray and MacBlain, 2015:93). Donaldson has suggested that peer collaboration provides pupils with a safe space to discuss ideas without fear of getting things wrong (Donaldson, 2015:68). As teachers, it is important to engineer situations that provide pupils with the opportunity to learn and develop learning autonomy (Black and Wiliam, 2009:25). Constructivism views the teacher as a facilitator of such learning rather than being the ‘sage on the stage’ (Grigg, 2015:137, 219). However, it takes time and coaching to implement an AfL strategy like peer assessment for it to have its full effect (Topping, 2009:21). Topping uses the example of a secondary school teacher teaching Shakespeare, who after weeks of slow implementation with the worry her students would reject the strategy, was able to use peer assessment to help students engage with their work. The teacher believed the result of knowing another student would be assessing their work produced a heightened sense of motivation amongst her students to produce high-quality work (2009:22-23). 

To have the most effect, the teacher decided to group the students on ability and make sure to keep close friends and enemies away from one another (Topping, 2009:22). Social situations, such as friendship, bonds and enmity can be influential in contaminating the validity of peer assessments and is something to be aware of (Topping, 2009:24). Although the students were surprised their teacher did not give her assessment on their work, they found the comments from their peers just as valuable in helping them to engage with the learning process (Topping, 2009:22). Students can initially feel anxiety over the process of peer assessment, but if students are encouraged to embrace peer assessment as part of the learning journey, then it should promote responsibility and motivation amongst pupils (Topping, 2009:24). The teacher felt that the comments were more valuable for her students than the comments she would have had to produce by marking overnight ready for the following day (Topping, 2009:22). This means that the learning remained relevant, in that the students could recognise their ways forward during the lesson. Additionally, the teacher gave the pupils' success criteria’s and a list of tips in peer assessment in order make the learning goals visible, a key element of successful peer assessment as pointed out by Black and Wiliam (1998:6; Topping, 2009:22). This helped us to design our peer assessment strategy and informed the decision to provide the pupils with sentence starters as reference points for giving oral and written feedback.  

Overall, peer assessment provides triangulation, enhancing the overall validity of the assessment process (Topping, 2009:25). Although it takes time, fragility and effort to introduce peer assessment into a classroom, when implemented well it has endless potential to assist pupils in engaging with their work. Feedback from peers is available in larger volume and with more immediacy than that provided by a teacher (Topping, 2009:25). The assessments produced by pupils have the potential to be equally as valid as that of teachers, and formative assessment is undoubtedly essential in raising standards of achievement in classrooms (Topping, 2009:20; Black and Wiliam, 1998:12).














Section 4 – Lesson Study Design 

The methodology used in this research project is Lesson Study (LS). LS is a form of classroom action research and has been used since the 1870s in Japan (Dudley, 2014:1). This form of classroom action research focuses on the development of teacher practice knowledge and does not have to begin with an obvious problem. Instead, as Kemmis and McTaggart (1998, 2005) outlined, it can focus on an area that has the potential to be improved. Dudley (2014:1) has noted how LS has proven to successful for improving pupils progress, teaching methods and pedagogical approaches in the United Kingdom. LS is carried out by either a pair or small group of teachers, who collaborate to improve and test a teaching technique (Dudley, 2014:1). Generally, there are three different approaches to LS, which include a pedagogical approach that focuses on AfL and thinking skills, a core subject approach that focuses on numeracy and literacy, and finally, a cross-curricular approach that focuses on science, music and other subjects (NCSL, 2018:4-6). This LS takes on a pedagogical approach, focusing on an AfL strategy and its impact on children’s engagement with their own work. 

The heart of action research is self-reflective inquiry undertaken by researchers in a social situation to improve and develop a current practice (Car and Kemmis, 1986:162; Elliot, 1991:49; Mills, 2014; McNiff, 2013). Action research involves identifying the area to be investigated, planning the research sessions, gathering data, reflection on the action through the collected data, producing evidence from the collected data, and then coming up with conclusions and ways forward using the data (McNiff, 2013; Mills, 2014; See Figure 1 and 2). In regards to data collection, the methods used include non-participant observation, a focus group interview, and reflection. Each research partner planned a lesson including the AfL strategy, while the other researcher observed the impact of the strategy on pupils’ engagement levels.  A focus group interview was held after the research sessions to gain pupils insights on the strategy. After the first session, the researchers reflected on the strategy and acted on any needed changes. The process was repeated with the reflection process reflecting on the impact of the strategy over both research sessions.
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Figure 1: ‘A four-phase action research cycle’ (Mills, 2015:4). 
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Figure 2: Simple action research model after the work of Kemmis and McTaggart (1998, 2005). 


The triangulation of data collection in this qualitative research based project gives the research a stronger level of reliability and validity (Lewis-Beck et al, 2004:1142). It allows for data to be cross-examined to test the consistency of findings. Furthermore, using more than one theoretical scheme to interpret data helped to increase the knowledge and understanding surrounding the effectiveness of the AfL strategy (Lewis-Beck et al, 2004:1142). This research project uses ‘methodological triangulation’, which means the use of more than one method for gathering data (Denzin, 1970, as referenced in Lewis-Beck et al, 2004:1142). Despite its strengths, triangulation has faced some criticism from constructivists who argue that it subscribes to ‘naïve realism’ and those research findings should be seen as just one outcome amongst many others (Lewis-Beck et al, 2004:1142). They do not completely dismiss its validity, instead portraying its usefulness in relation to enhancing the richness of an inquiry (Lewis-Beck et al, 2004:1142).

Observing the research sessions will allow the impact of the AfL strategy on the pupils’ engagement levels with their own work to be judged and estimated. The researcher was given the chance to see how the strategy being tested worked first-hand rather than relying on reports and research alone. However, the disadvantages with the observations was that only behaviour and personal characteristics could be observed, and so the researcher did not gain an insight into pupils’ attitudes, motivations, aims or feelings. The interpretation of data collected from observation can be problematic because the interpretation is simply an inference of what we believe has happened. For example, the theory of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1975) suggests that our inner drive strives to maintain our beliefs and attitudes and so we could, therefore, interpret data to suit our beliefs to maintain mental harmony. 

Three focus pupils were be observed based upon their levels of engagement in the classroom using a ‘running log’, which is a narrative description of ongoing events and is useful for observations on focus pupils (Chesterfield, 2018:25). Dudley (2014:8) has noted how these pupils should each reflect a group of learners in the class to ensure maximum variation in the data set. There was be a pupil who represents those in the classroom with low engagement levels, a pupil who represents those with medium engagement levels, and finally, a pupil who represents those with high engagement levels chosen from each researchers classroom. Qualitative data was collected based on the behaviour of the children during the session. Behaviour traits being observed included signs of distraction, focus and enthusiasm and how the pupils engaged with the feedback they gave to a peer and received from a peer both orally and on paper (Appendices C, D, K). Chesterfield has outlined how the data collected from observing individual children can help measure what aspects of the program implementation worked well for varying types of students (Chesterfield, 2018:4).

Both researchers were non-participant observers, a so-called ‘piece of the furniture’ during the observation, a strategy recommended by Chesterfield to avoid disrupting the pupils (2018:8). Both researchers were present during the lesson with the pupils, but the observing researcher did not become part of the on-going activities or interact with the pupils during the session. Having a new additional adult in the room could have been distracting to some extent for the pupils. This has the potential to alter the behaviour of pupils, outlined by a famous concept dubbed the ‘Hawthorne effect’ that has been explored in behavioural and social science (Ryding, 2009). The ‘Hawthorne effect’ is the inclination of people subject to an experimental study to change/improve behaviour to the presence of a researcher (Ryding, 2009). Therefore, it is important to consider that the pupils may have altered the way they behaved in class during the research sessions.

The observation data was collected and analysed using observation criteria inspired by the Leuven Involvement Scale, the creation of Professor Ferre Laevers (1994) (Appendix K). The levels of engagement were measured from level 1, which represents low engagement, through to level 5, which represents high engagement. The data was analysed to see if knowing a peer was marking their work enhanced the pupils' levels of engagement with their work and if the peer assessment strategies used helped them to engage with their work and improve its overall quality.  A contingency plan has was established in case of absence, no consent from parents or no assent from pupils. To ensure that the research could still go ahead, three other pupils were chosen that represented the same/similar levels of engagement to the original focus pupils to avoid any such circumstances. The contingency plan was not utilised in either research session. 

After the research sessions, the focus group interviews were held with three focus pupils. Although the interview could have been done with three other pupils of similar engagement levels to triangulate the data set, Dudley (2014:12) recommends avoiding this as this could have complicated the data set. The interview was audio recorded so that responses could be reliably retrieved directly from the audio recording instead of relying on written notes and memory. The interviews were short and took on a semi-structured approach, as recommended by Dudley (2014:12). This ensured that key questions were answered and that there was enough flexibility to create a comfortable environment for the pupils to take the discussion wherever they felt appropriate. The questions empowered pupils voices and began by broadly discussing the lesson, before moving into the more focused questions, also a strategy recommended by Dudley in order to slowly ease pupils into the interview (2014:12). The environment of a focus group interview was a ‘permissive, non-threatening environment’ in order to obtain the perceptions of the pupils successfully, and so was held in their classrooms with the door open (Krueger, 1988:18, as cited in Carpini and Williams, 1994:3). The focused interview enabled the collection of pupils’ perspectives rather than relying on adults making assumptions on the pupils’ behalf (Danby, Ewing and Thorpe, 2011:4). Gaining the perceptions of the pupils on the AfL strategy is fundamental to the practice of LS. Children have the right to express their opinion and for these opinions to be taken seriously according to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Welsh Government, 2016).

Upon completion of the research lesson and focus group interview, time was taken to reflect upon the AfL strategy. Brookfield’s (1995) reflective model will be used in order to effectively reflect upon the strategy. This reflective model proposes four lenses for teachers to engage with when critically reflecting. These four lenses include ‘the autobiographical’, ‘the students’ eyes’, ‘our colleagues’ experiences’ and ‘theoretical literature’ (Brookefield, 1995). For the purpose of the LS, this reflective model was most appropriate as it focuses on the opinions of oneself, the pupils’ opinion as well as the research partners’ opinion, all in conjunction with appropriate scholarly literature. To closely reflect on self, the Assisted Reflective Conclusions Model (ARC) will be used. This model entails one self-reflecting upon feelings after the experience, to draw together what we remember and understand of the experience, to identify key causes of successes and problems through evaluation and analysis, and finally to connect this to theory by generating conclusions and actions. This model is a well-rounded model, following the reflective model of Rofle et al (2001), and allows one to reflect upon the experience as a whole to result in a transformed experience with ways to move forward. This model will be used in order to discuss the results of both research sessions. 




















Section 5 - Ethical Considerations 

Carrying out an action research project in a classroom has important ethical considerations. Before planning this research project, my research partner and I both completed an application for ethical approval using the ethical guidelines outlined by the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2018), the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2017) and the Education Workforce Council (2016). The forms of data collection used include observation of participants, a focus group interview that was audio recorded and pupil work. 

The whole classrooms were observed during the research session, but the observation focused on three pupils particularly. These three pupils also took part in a focus group interview at the end of the research session. Gaining voluntary informed consent in research is a fundamental tenet of ethical behaviour. A letter was sent out to parents that explained the research project, which was then signed and returned to represent their consent for their child/children to take part (Appendix N). Furthermore, with the pupils being under eighteen and therefore not able to give consent, we instead gained their assent through a child-friendly letter (Appendix M). The letter explained the research project, which all children signed if they agreed to participate in the research. 

All pupils were made aware that their participation was voluntary so they had the right to withdraw their assent at any time. We also made pupils aware that lack of consent from parents, lack of their own assent or withdrawal from the research process would not influence their education or treatment. Pupils were also made aware that their data would be treated with confidentially and would not be identifiable as theirs. The anonymous and confidential treatment of research participants’ data is considered normal when conducting research (BERA, 2018:21). 

All raw data, such as observation notes and work of pupils were stored at school premises to ensure the data was safely kept. These files were destroyed once they were included in the digital version of this research project. The laptop used to store research data is password protected in order to protect the data. This data was backed-up on my University One Drive account, which has a high level of security. Additionally, data was not be sent via email between my research partner and I. We instead transferred data using encrypted USB sticks that were safely stored when not being used. These measures were all carried out in accordance with the University Research Data Management Policy and the Data Protection Policy.

It was also ethically important to consider the anticipated risks to all involved. The risk of low self-esteem in those who were not chosen for the focus group interview or the potential emotional distress of those being interviewed were important to bear in mind. Furthermore, the potential risk to the investigator, such as accusations and allegations being can be made are important to consider. Finally, there was a risk to the University and so it was important that we strived to uphold the good name of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David while conducting this research project.















Section 6 – Lesson Study Results and Analysis 

As previously outlined, my research partner and I were focused on understanding how the use of peer assessment could help pupils engage with their work. My research partner and I decided that in order to provide an objective comparison, we would both teach a lesson that focused on creative writing while implementing peer assessment (Appendices A and B). Furthermore, peer assessment has proven to be effective in writing tasks, with Topping arguing that peer feedback can be as equally valid and effective as teacher assessment in writing tasks (2009:20, 23). In order to analyse the findings of each lesson, we used the reflection pro forma inspired by Brookfield’s (1995 & 2005) reflective model. This reflective model proposes four lenses for teachers to engage with when critically reflecting. These four lenses include ‘the autobiographical’, ‘the students’ eyes’, ‘our colleagues’ experiences’ and ‘theoretical literature’ (Brookfield, 1995 & 2005). To support the self-reflection element of the model, my research partner and I used the Assisted Reflective Conclusions Model (ARC) inspired by the reflective model of Rofle et al. (2001) (Appendix L).
 
In regard to peer assessment, both lessons included oral feedback and written feedback. Halfway through each lesson, the pupils were stopped, given time to read each other’s work, time for a discussion to give each other the oral feedback and time to make any desired changes to their work. Towards the end of each lesson, the pupils were stopped and given time to fill out a peer assessment feedback sheet (Appendices P, R, T, V, X, Z), and time to read this alongside their work to act upon the peer feedback if appropriate. The worksheet has three elements, ‘what went well’ (WWW), ‘even better if’ (EBI), and a ‘target’, to ensure there was a focus on the qualities of the work as well as the ways in which the work could be improved. Pupils were informed prior to the lesson that they would be peer assessing during the lesson. It was explained that they would give oral feedback halfway through the lesson and that they would give written feedback using the worksheet provided towards the end of the lesson. When one research partner taught, the other acted as a non-participant observer in the classroom, making comments on the observation sheet discussed in my methodology (Appendices C and D).

Lesson Study One

The first lesson study took place at School B. The children in the mixed Year 4 and 5 class were completing a creative writing task that they had planned for the day prior based on a visit to Cardiff Bay (Appendix B). The children were sat in mixed ability groups, as per their regular classroom routine.

Before the lesson began, I had some concerns that the use of peer assessment in a classroom in which peer or self-assessment was not used would not be well received by the children, feelings that I expressed in my ARC Model (Appendix H). As noted by Topping, for an AfL strategy to have its full effect, it takes time and coaching to implement it into the classroom (2009:21). Considering their lack of familiarity with the concept, the children responded as expected. They had a lot of questions and some were excited by the idea while others did not engage. My research partner interpreted the questions from the pupils during the input as an indicator of anxiety amongst the pupils (Appendix F). In the interview, Child B expressed his worries over what their peer would write (Appendix F, lines 24-25), Child C expressed worry that their peer may write something bad about them (Appendix F, line 26) and Child A similarly expressed some concern, stating it felt ‘weird’ because of the unknown aspect of what a peer would write (Appendix F, lines 27-29). This emphasises the anxiety that students can initially feel when engaging in peer assessment and the emphasis that needs to be placed on feedback highlighting quality aspects of work when peer assessment is being introduced (Topping, 2009:24; Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). Furthermore, highlights how peer assessment is most effective in a classroom that embodies a culture of success and instils the belief in students that they are all capable of achieving (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). Empirical evidence would suggest that not all students felt this way resulting in these anxieties.

Explaining to the pupils beforehand that they would be peer assessing each other’s work did spark some interest and excitement. The phrase ‘you are going to become teachers’ was exciting to some of the more engaged children. When encouraged to embrace the role of peer assessment as a part of their learning, it can promote responsibility and motivation amongst pupils (Topping, 2009:24). Child A, who represented high levels of engagement, was on task instantly and showed some enthusiasm towards peer assessment (Appendix C). When asked in the interview how they felt about assessing a peers work Child A expressed enjoyment, stating that she wants to become a teacher (Appendix F, line 16). Child A said that she put more effort into her work because she did not want to receive negative feedback (Appendix F, lines 33-35). This highlights how peer assessment can increase pupils’ engagement and their sense of accountability while enhancing their ‘metacognitive self-awareness’ (Topping, 2009: 22-23).  Child A began assisting other pupils on her table who asked for her help. This could be evidence of an increased sense of accountability amongst the children, in that they asked a friend for help instead of waiting for the teacher (Topping, 2009:23). My research partner informed me this was not a regular occurrence, as pupils would usually put their hand up for support. This could suggest that a positive transformation in the children’s attitudes toward asking for help took place, as they were discussing what they found difficult and asking each other for support (Topping, 2009:23). 

Child B, who represented moderate levels of engagement, showed some enthusiasm toward the idea of peer assessment. However empirical evidence suggests he quickly becomes disengaged, placing his head was on the desk (Appendix C). Child B said that he found marking other people’s work difficult, and how there was a lot to discuss (Appendix F, line 21). Giving the children a physical copy of the success criteria could have supported them in providing feedback to peers. Clarity of aims is fundamental, as peer assessment cannot help pupils engage with their work if they don’t understand the aims of the work (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). In her ARC, my research partner suggested that his response could be linked to his dyslexia and that he may have lacked confidence due to this (Appendix G) (Hattie and Temperley, 2007:81-112). Empirical evidence suggests that Child C was disengaged and that idea of his work being assessed by another pupil had little to no effect on his engagement levels (Appendix C). He was given a laptop in order to encourage engagement. Empirical evidence suggests this did little to boost engagement levels, as Child C rarely looked at the laptop. Child C suggested he ‘felt weird’ marking a peer’s work because it was a change to what usually happened (Appendix F, lines 17-18). Child C also said that peer assessment did not change the way he worked at all because he knew his work was always going to be marked by somebody (Appendix F, line 36). In her ARC, my research partner expressed her disappointment; expressing how she hoped that the pupil would have ‘applied himself’ knowing a peer would be assessing his work (Appendix G). His response could be linked to a lack of confidence in the work being produced (Hattie and Temperley, 2007:81-112) and, consequently, the resulting lack of engagement. 

Halfway through the lesson, the pupils were given the opportunity to swap work with a peer and give each other oral feedback. When feeding back to the class after receiving oral feedback from a peer, Child A said that she was told that she needed to add extra detail into her work to improve its quality. Empirical evidence states that she was eager to embrace the feedback and peer assessment re-instilled the idea that learning is to take place during the classroom activity (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). In the interview, Child A said she found the oral feedback helpful, stating that ‘it might not be your best piece of work, then when someone else looks at it and gives you feedback, the rest of it could be your best piece of work because you’re correcting and improving everything’ (appendix, lines 63-65). Having another peer look at her work heightened engagement levels and the urge to improve the quality of work (2009:22-23). 

Oral feedback for Child B stated that in order to improve his work he would need to explain things in further detail, but that he included good detail about characters (Appendices Q and R). Child B suggested that his peers comment remained in his head as he continued to write, suggesting that this helped him to engage with his work more (Appendix F, lines 66-67). However, empirical evidence tells us this was not the case, as upon returning to write he quickly became disengaged and did not add anything additional to his work (Appendices C and Q). In the interview, Child C suggested having somebody else look at his work helped him to realise the flaws in his work (Appendix F, lines 68-69). Peer feedback for Child C suggested that there was a use of good vocabulary and sentences, which are both evidently missing from his work (Appendix). Child C was told to use more punctuation to improve his work. He agreed, but a lack of engagement led to him pulling the laptop battery out and losing the small paragraph he had previously written, which led to a decrease in engagement and little effort to catch up (Appendices C and S). As noted by Hattie and Temperley, pupils willingness to engage with feedback only works well if pupils have confidence in their work (2007:81-112). 

In the written feedback, Child A was praised for the quantity and quality of her work and use of punctuation and handwriting (Appendix P). Child A said that she found the feedback sheet useful, suggesting how the sheet being kept in workbooks could be referred back to the next time a piece of writing is being conducted (Appendix F, lines 78-80). Her written feedback suggests that her story has not reached a conclusion, and her target is to ‘add a bit on’ (Appendix P). This target does little to help a pupil moving forward; as it is possible that Child A had not finished writing her story in this case. With practice and modelling of how to give quality feedback, the validity of feedback could be improved to help pupils engage more, as many pupils were able to recognise ways to improve work. As Black and Wiliam noted, introducing peer assessment into a classroom takes an investment of time to achieve its full effect (Black and Wiliam, 1998:8). Furthermore, my research partner and I noted how the effectiveness of peer assessment could be enhanced with more practice and by developing understanding (Appendices G and H). Child C suggested that the written feedback was helpful, but no more so than the oral feedback given halfway through (Appendix F, lines 75-77). It is plausible to suggest that Child C felt reluctant to fully engage with the feedback received, as lack of confidence can lead to pupils ignoring feedback (Hattie and Temperley, 2007:81-112).

Upon reflection, my research partner and I found that the use of peer assessment, in this case, did not yield its full potential. However, this was a result we were expecting. Toppings claim that peers can produce feedback equal to that of a teacher was not resonated in Lesson Study One (Topping, 2009:20,23). However, the lack of consistency throughout the classroom in the quality of the feedback could be linked to the fact the children were unfamiliar with the concept and had little experience of peer assessing. Based on the literature explored, we quickly discovered that implementing peer assessment into a classroom requires a teacher to coach children and provide them with modelled examples on how to provide constructive feedback (Black and Wiliam, 1998). As teachers, we cannot expect the pupils to embrace peer assessment until they have experienced the benefits of such strategies (Black and Wiliam, 1998:7-8). 

Empirical evidence suggests that there were anxieties amongst most of the children in the classroom since the class as a whole had a lot of questions about peer assessment as well as the anxieties that were expressed in the focus group interview (Appendix F, lines 24-29). Furthermore, the empirical evidence tells us that these anxieties were most prevalent amongst children of lower engagement levels, which could be linked to confidence and therefore willingness to engage with the peer feedback (Hattie and Temperley, 2007:81-112). Moving forward, for peer assessment to have its full impact in this classroom, it would require slow and careful implementation. Pupils would need to be supported giving feedback, by providing them with modelled examples of good and bad feedback, as well as ensuring they have clarity in the aims of each lesson (Topping, 2009:25-26). My research partner and I decided that we would not alter the way in which the lesson study was carried out. This decision was based on the fact that the issues we encountered were largely due to the fact that the class in School B do not self or peer assess, whereas the class in School A regularly self and peer assess (Appendix G and H). 



Lesson Study Two

The second half of the lesson study took place at School A. The children in the mixed Year 4, 5 and 6 class were completing a creative writing task that focused on the idea of being sucked into a video game (Appendix A). The children were sat in ability-based groups, as per their regular classroom routine. Empirical evidence suggests that the class as a whole were generally focused and engaged with their work throughout the lesson, based on the noise level remaining at a minimum throughout. This could suggest that the knowledge of a peer assessing their work resulted in increased engagement with the task at hand (Topping, 2009:23). The children were provided with the success criteria, as they are in every lesson, to help them understand the aims of the lesson. Research has demonstrated that in order for peer assessment to support students’ engagement with their work, they need to have clarity in the aims of the activity (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). Empirical evidence from Lesson Study One suggested that having the success criteria to hand could have supported the students when giving and receiving peer feedback, and reduced the anxieties some of the pupils had over what to write and what was being written about their work. 

During the input of the lesson, it was explained to the pupils they would be peer assessing each other’s work. Empirical evidence tells us that this was well received by most pupils, some of who looked enthused by the idea of ‘becoming teachers’ (Appendices D, I and J). However, empirical evidence tells us that Child D, chosen to represent low levels of engagement, did not look enthused by the idea and sighed when I announced this to the class (Appendix J). This could link to a lack of confidence, as similar behaviour was observed with Child C in Lesson Study One, which can result in feedback being ignored and a lack of enthusiasm towards peer assessment (Hattie and Temperley, 2007-81-112). In the focus group interview, Child D revealed to us that he worried about others assessing his work due to an experience in Year 4 during which a peer ‘made fun’ of the work he had produced (Appendix E, lines 28-34). Despite the lack of enthusiasm and his anxieties, empirical evidence tells us Child D made a conscious effort to apply himself during this activity by showing high levels of engagement (Appendix D). This could suggest that peer assessment encouraged an increased sense of accountability and engagement with their learning amongst the children of lower engagement levels (Topping, 2009:23).

The engagement levels of Child E, chosen to represent moderate levels of engagement, fluctuate throughout the lesson, but empirical evidence tells us that he was particularly engaged at the beginning through to the middle of the lesson (Appendix D). When discussing peer assessment, Child E contributed to the discussion by explaining what ‘EBI’ was to his peers. Additionally, he was eager to share his ideas with the class and showed high levels of engagement throughout the first half of the lesson by staying on task (Appendix D). Empirical evidence tells us that the knowledge of having a peer assessing his work increased his levels of engagement with his work and enhanced his ‘metacognitive self-awareness’ (Topping, 2009:22). 

Halfway through the lesson, the pupils were given the opportunity to swap work with a peer and give each other oral feedback. When asked in the focus group interview how they found the oral feedback, Child E said that he found it helpful because his peer advised him to use more punctuation throughout. He explained that he made sure to do this after his peer told him, which is evident in the work he produced (Appendices W and E, line 49-50). It is clear that peer assessment helped Child E to consciously engage with his work, as he made the required changes after he was given the feedback (Topping, 2009:23). Child D said that he also found it helpful, as his peer reminded him to use paragraphs and said that he went back and added in these paragraphs (Appendix E, line 51-52). However, upon inspection of Child D’s work, it is not clear that this advice was taken on board (Appendix U). Despite this, he clearly acknowledged the need for paragraphs, but his lack of confidence could have led to his ignoring of the advice (Hattie and Temperley, 2007:81-112).

In the written feedback, Child F was praised for his use of ellipses and adjectives, which were included in the success criteria and evident in his work (Appendices Y and Z). His peer advised that his writing would be improved if it contained a ‘twist’ (Appendix Z). Upon discussion of the written feedback, Child F explained how he found the written feedback helpful, and how he would look back on the feedback in his book next time he was writing to move his writing forward (Appendix E, line 63-64). Having a clear picture of the aims of the activity meant that this pupil was able to see both logic and next steps in their learning, which can be hindered if children are not given these aims (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). Child E explained how they had used this form of peer assessment before that did not include the target, but that the ‘target was okay, too’ (Appendix E, line 65-66). The target could have been a difficult concept for the children to grasp, as it requires them engaging with the next steps in their learning. However, the data collected from the written feedback sheets suggests that the children were able to provide valuable targets for their peers. This is likely the result of providing the children with the success criteria and constantly reminding them of the aims of the session throughout (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6).

Upon reflection, my research partner and I found that the data collected suggests the pupils were able to engage with their work more with the use of peer assessment. Child D and Child E showed significant improvements in their levels of engagement throughout the lesson (Appendix D). Child D produced a higher quantity of work of better quality than he has in past lessons without peer assessment (Appendix U). Having experience using self and peer assessment in the classroom meant that the children were accustomed to giving and receiving feedback, which was evident in the focused comments made during oral feedback and on the feedback sheets (Appendices V, X and Z). Furthermore, this confirms the arguments of Black and Wiliam who suggest that peer assessment will not have the desired impact unless due time and care has been taken to implement it within the classroom (1998:7-8). The children had experienced the benefit of peer assessment in the past, and generally had a positive attitude toward the formative assessment strategy. In the focus group interview, all children confirmed they would like to receive feedback from their peers more often, with Child F suggesting that it provides ‘extra help in case your teacher hasn’t spotted something in the lesson’ (Appendix F, line 88-89). Moving forward, I believe that pupils need to be supported to enhance the quality of the feedback they produce, that in turn will support pupils engagement with their own work. Pupils will need to be monitored and coached while peer assessing, and the quality of feedback will need to be examined (Topping, 2009:25). Pupils will need to receive advice on the quality of the feedback they are producing, as well as being provided with peer assessment guidelines, check lists and other concrete forms of scaffolding to support them.






















Section 7 – Conclusions and Recommendations

The methods used to collect data, including non-participant observation, a focus group interview, and reflection, allowed for the ‘methodological triangulation’ of data (Denzin, 1970, as referenced in Lewis-Beck et al, 2004:1142). This gives the data a stronger level of reliability and validity (Lewis-Beck et al, 2004:1142). However, despite these strengths, data triangulation has faced some criticism from constructivists who argue that research findings should be seen as just one outcome amongst many others (Lewis-Beck et al, 2004:1142). The reality of observation is that only behaviour and personal characteristics can be observed, therefore we are only able to make inferences on what we think is happening. The focus group interview allowed us to gain insight into pupils’ attitudes, motivations and feelings, rather than relying on adults making assumptions on the pupils’ behalf (Danby, Ewing and Thorpe, 2011:4). Additionally, the use of Brookfield’s Reflective Model (1995) allowed us to combine and compare the data collected it, as it included ‘the autobiographical’, ‘the students’ eyes’, ‘our colleagues’ experiences’ and ‘theoretical literature’ (Brookefield, 1995).

Before conducting the research, I decided it would be best to pilot my focus group interview questions with some family members. The piloting of these questions resulted in the alteration of the questions I was going to use. Some of the questions were too long and as a result, did not make sense without further explanation. With the knowledge that the interview needed to be kept short in order to ensure the comfort of the pupils, I made the professional decision to remove some questions and both shorten and alter the wording of the others (Dudley, 2014:12).  

Although the data collected from the research lessons varied, we were able to cross-examine data to test the consistency of findings and thereby generalise some of the findings. In School B, where the children did not regularly use self or peer assessment strategies, we found that there was some level of anxiety prevalent, since the class as a whole had a lot of questions about peer assessment as well as the anxieties that were expressed in the focus group interview (Appendix F, lines 24-29). Research confirms that for an AfL strategy to support pupils in their engagement with their work, it takes time and coaching to implement it into the classroom (Topping, 2009:21). Furthermore, emphasis needs to be placed on feedback highlighting quality aspects of work when peer assessment is being introduced (Topping, 2009:24; Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). Additionally, pupils may have found it easier to have success criteria to support them and give them clarity in the aims of the lesson (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6).

Another finding was that the highest levels of anxiety regarding peer assessment were among those of lower engagement levels, confirming what relevant literature suggested (Hattie and Temperley, 2007-81-112). Child D, representing low levels of engagement in the second half of the research study, had some anxieties over what his peers would write about him after a bad experience with peer assessment in the past (Appendix?). Child C, representing low engagement levels in the first half of the research study, had similar anxieties. Empirical evidence tells us that the knowledge of having a peer to assess his work did nothing to alter the engagement levels of Child C, which is also evident in both the quantity and quality of the work he produced (Appendix S). Despite his anxieties, Child D was able to produce a work of much higher quality and quantity than he usually produces in writing activities (Appendix U). Child D did not successfully engage with peer feedback, which suggested adding in paragraphs (Appendix E, lines 28-34). This could be linked to low confidence and the result is to ignore such feedback (Hattie and Temperley, 2007-81-112). However, the findings suggest that overall, peer assessment enhanced the engagement levels of Child D based on his behaviour and work produced (Appendices D and U). The differences for these pupils of two low engagement levels could be the result of Child D having experience and practice using peer assessment, whereas for Child C it was a relatively new concept. 

Generally, the use of peer assessment had some impact on improving engagement levels, but this is most evident in the second research session. This is arguably linked to the fact that the children in School A, who had experience using self and peer assessment strategies, had experienced the benefits of these strategies. If pupils have not experienced the benefits of such strategies, then as teachers, we cannot expect the pupils to embrace peer assessment (Black and Wiliam, 1998:7-8). 

In light of the research carried out, I believe that more research needs to be conducted on how to properly support pupils with low confidence and low engagement levels when using peer assessment strategies. As demonstrated, they found the concept most difficult and had the most anxieties about the response of other pupils to their work. Additionally, I believe more research into how peer assessment can work best in mixed year group classrooms would be extremely helpful for many teachers. Having a classroom of three year groups meant that I made the decision to group my pupils based on ability. I would like to have had the opportunity to test peer assessment out using mixed ability groups with some academic research to support my testing of this strategy. 

Peer assessment is most effective in enhancing engagement in a classroom that embodies a culture of success (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). My recommendations to all schools would be to focus on creating this culture, by instilling the belief in students that they are all capable of achieving and by avoiding a culture that focuses on rewards and the comparison of students to each other (Black and Wiliam, 1998:6). Additionally, I would recommend that an investment of time be made when implementing such formative assessment strategies into the classroom. Pupils need to be supported with coaching and modelled examples in order for pupils to get the most out of peer assessment. 

If I did this research study again, I would involve the students on the design of the peer assessment strategy, which could hugely enhance engagement levels if they see that the design is their own (Donaldson, 2015:80). Furthermore, I would pilot the peer assessment strategy before the research lesson is carried out so that the children are familiar with using it and can get the most out of it during the research session. Moving forward into my next school experience, I would like to trial more peer assessment strategies having first-hand seen the benefits it can have in my current classroom. I would like to combine formative assessment and technology if I get the opportunity. Having used the Application ‘Seesaw’, that allows pupils work to be put into a digital learning profile that can be viewed by pupils themselves and their parents/guardians, I believe that something similar where pupils could upload comments to each other’s work could be extremely beneficial in enhancing engagement. I believe that continuing to build on my use and knowledge of formative assessment will enable me to refine my own teaching pedagogy as a professional.
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