Curriculum Development and Enhancement: The impact pupil engagement with peer and self-assessment has on progress.



Introduction 

School X is in an affluent area of Swansea and pupils are expected to achieve highly throughout their school career. Peer assessment is embedded in many curricula throughout the school with varying degrees of frequency and engagement. Through observing lessons throughout the school and having discussions with colleagues it became clear that there was a school policy regarding peer assessment, and it provided a valuable insight into how different subject groups were applying it. In a number of classes within the school, including within the history department, it was clear that engagement with peer assessment was minimal and as a result the usefulness of peer assessment was being called into question. Furthermore, having briefly looked over some research on peer assessment, it was evident that my concerns were not uncommon and building on a strong foundation of research would be beneficial for this task. 
The class which was chosen for this research is a mixed ability year 7 class. This class was chosen as it is one which has a full range of abilities within the class and a majority of pupils benefit from some form of additional support and structure in their lessons. Having taught the class for several months, it had become clear that peer assessment was something which was completed with little enthusiasm or understanding of why it was being done. With student engagement in peer assessment particularly low in the case of this class, it seemed that the intervention would be of most benefit to them. 
The school, class and any pupils will be anonymised throughout this essay. Henceforth, the school will be known as School X, the class as class A and pupils numbered accordingly. 


Objectives and Research Question

In this study, the aim was the implementation of peer assessment techniques, in a formative capacity, in order to discover whether it would improve pupils’ progress in written work. In particular, we sought to examine whether improved engagement with peer assessment would improve the final outcome of a piece of work. In doing so several aspects were studied in detail (i) the quality and type of peer feedback received; (ii) the improvements made by pupils upon receiving peer feedback.


Theoretical Background 

There is a significant amount of literature surrounding peer assessment and the benefits it can bring, both for pupils and teachers (Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Deiglmayer, 2018). The caveat is that providing suitable conditions for the fulfilment of effective peer assessment is difficult and as a result it is often ineffective (Wiliam, 2017). This literature review will seek to evaluate how relevant and useful this literature can be within the context of this research project. The intention for this research paper is that peer assessment will result in improvements in writing. Research suggests that properly guided peer assessment should have significant improvements on peer assessment (Brakel , 1990; Karegianes, et al., 1980; Topping, 2009). They suggest that peer assessment responses were seen by teachers to be more effective than, or at least as accurate as, their own (Topping, 2009). However, while these research papers stand up to scrutiny within the context of their particular schools, it is difficult to suggest which techniques used will work in other schools with different cultures. As a result it is difficult to replicate what has been done in successful peer assessment studies without initial groundwork being done to introduce peer assessment to pupils and teach them the importance of reflective learning (Wiliam, 2017; Salem Press, 2014). 
Before delving into peer assessment as a specific form of feedback, it is important to consider whether there is evidence to suggest that feedback in any form has a significant effect on pupil progress and achievement. Feedback in this instance is not merely a grade or mark given to a student, but rather a piece of advice which the pupil being assessed can use in order to improve in some way or to reduce gaps in understanding of how to complete a task or what steps to take next (Hattie & Timperley, 2007).  John Hattie’s (2008) book visible learning presents his findings and research on various influences on student achievement. While not the only meta-analysis to be conducted regarding student achievement, it is one of the most comprehensive educational studies of data in existence. When considering feedback, it scored 0.73, where the average “standard” effect size was 0.4 (Hattie, 2008). The suggestion here is that feedback is a highly effective method of influencing student achievement (Hattie, 2008). However, probing further into that assertion it becomes evident that certain types of feedback are in turn significantly more effective than others. Peer assessment ranks at just above average, at 0.42, in Hattie’s ranking and so the significance of it cannot be dismissed. However, other researchers and studies place a much higher value on peer assessment and consider it an under-used and under-appreciated tool (Topping, 2009; Wiliam, 2017; Deiglmayer, 2018). So, Hattie’s claims must be taken with a degree of scepticism. Finally, it is important to note that while it is clear that feedback has a significant effect on pupil achievement, it is possible for that effect to be either positive or negative, and that when not done properly, feedback can be hugely detrimental to pupil achievement, which is important to bear in mind during the course of this research (Hattie & Timperley, 2007).
Peer feedback can come in different forms, corrective, confirmatory or suggestive (Topping, 2009; Hattie & Timperley, 2007). As such, peer assessment can be used either as a formative or summative assessment tool, however in most research studies, peer assessment is used a formative assessment, for the continual improvement and refinement of work and this is the way in which it was applied for this study (Mubarok, 2017).
Key issues in peer assessment
If you come to the conclusion that feedback is an import tool for teachers and that peer assessment is a poorly utilised example of this feedback, then key issues within peer assessment must be addressed. Engagement with peer assessment appears to be one of the biggest problems facing those who want to introduce it more regularly into the curriculum and without proper engagement, the tasks associated with peer assessment become meaningless, as does the feedback received (McGarr & Clifford, 2013; Mubarok, 2017). Student perceptions of peer assessment seem to hugely influence their willingness to engage with tasks associated with it (Mubarok, 2017). Research suggests that the reasons for this are two-fold. Firstly, pupils may not feel confident nor competent enough to assess their peers work (McGarr & Clifford, 2013). Secondly, pupils often have a negative perception of their own work and as a result do not wish for it to been seen or judged by their peers (Mubarok, 2017). A number of other factors, such as whether the assessment is formative or summative and the culture within the classroom, also play a part in pupil engagement, particularly in schools where academic success is not celebrated among peers (Hattie & Timperley, 2007; McGarr & Clifford, 2013; Mubarok, 2017). The variety of evidence which suggests that engagement with peer assessment is a factor in its usefulness suggests that it is an issue which must be taken seriously by researchers undertaking peer assessment tasks. 
Firstly, the assumption that feedback by peers requires skill on the part of the assessor must be addressed (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). As mentioned at the beginning of this review, it is widely claimed that a significant amount of ground-work must be done prior to the introduction of peer assessment to a school or class (Wiliam, 2017; Salem Press, 2014). Furthermore, those same studies suggest that building a path towards peer assessment will also overcome engagement issues (Wiliam, 2017; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Mubarok, 2017). The implementation of a new teaching strategy is no easy feat and as a result measures which may aid in the delivery of peer assessment are often overlooked (Atara, 2000). In order to address the question of the skill required in peer assessment you must assess the instructional scaffolding which research suggests should accompany any successful peer assessment activity. 
Firstly, sharing learning intentions or objectives with pupils appears to be a big factor when considering their ability to properly engage with and complete peer assessment (Didau, 2013; Topping, 2009). This can be done in a number of ways, and could form a research essay of its own, but involving pupils in the process of creating success criteria appears to create a sense of ownership and the act of creating a success criteria can help to improve understanding of what they will need to assess in following peer assessment tasks (Topping, 2009). Understanding what it is that is required from a piece of work is likely to be beneficial during the writing process as well as the peer assessment process and ultimately should provide better engagement with the task as a whole (Mubarok, 2017; Didau, 2014). Further to this, there is a suggestion that grouping or paring pupils by ability will also aid in the task as they will have a similar understanding of the task and content knowledge and thus will be able to more accurately assess their peers (Tsivitanidou, et al., 2018). This development in understanding seems to be the first step in the skill set required in order to successfully complete a peer assessment task.
Teachers must also take the time for training, again suggesting that this is a skilled activity (Tsivitanidou, et al., 2018; Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Modelling the task is an important way of training pupils, as they are able to see the process of assessing in action from the teacher and it is especially important to use the set of success criteria which the pupils will also use when they eventually begin peer assessing (Topping, 2009). Topping (2009) furthers this modelling idea by suggesting that pupils also mark previous work against the success criteria before moving on to the task of peer assessment. This gradual introduction of the idea of pupils as assessors allows them to become comfortable with the idea and demands before they have to share their ideas with peers and should ensure pupils have the skills they need to assess their peers’ work. 
Having already mentioned creating a classroom culture, it should be noted that this is probably the most difficult condition to provide for the effective completion of peer assessment. However, providing the all of the scaffolding, as mentioned above, for the gradual introduction of peer assessment, pupils should provide pupils with the skills they need as well as improve understanding and engagement with peer assessment (Deiglmayer, 2018; McGarr & Clifford, 2013; Hattie & Timperley, 2007). 
Benefits of peer assessment 
Peer assessment is associated with cognitive gains for both the assessor and the assessed (Topping, 2009). It is suggested that developing the ability to assess peers work also affords the assessor increased self-awareness and the ability improve their own work during the writing process in future tasks (Topping, 2009; Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Meanwhile, the assessed benefit from being able to discuss problems among themselves and avoid potentially over complicated ‘teacher speak’ (Wiliam, 2017). Other cognitive gains such as increased time on task, intelligent questioning and increased accountability for their learning (Wiliam, 2017; Topping, 2009; McGarr & Clifford, 2013). It may also suggest improved problem solving, collaboration and planning (McGarr & Clifford, 2013). Finally peer feedback is often more readily available and immediate than teacher feedback and it is suggested pupils often reluctant to ask teachers for clarification on feedback or explanations and so peer feedback can be seen as more beneficial to pupils (Wiliam, 2017; Topping, 2009). 
Resistance to peer assessment  
Despite the vast majority of research studies suggesting the positive impacts of peer assessment it is also necessary to address the possible reasons for resistance to peer assessment, and it should be noted that these concerns are not insignificant. One significant problem is the quality of feedback pupils may receive regarding their work (Deni & Zainal, 2011; Topping, 2009). The implication is that many pupils will engage with writing on a superficial level, whether something is right or wrong, while failing to address any fundamental issues regarding understanding or deeper meaning (Deni & Zainal, 2011). While pupils who are not as academically strong may lack the necessary cognitive and communicative skills in order to convey useful feedback 
There is some suggestion that research which presents positive links between peer assessment and improvements in writing only do so because of the repetitive nature of the peer assessment progress and that similar results can be found when pupils re-draft or improve work when assessed by a teacher (Karegianes, et al., 1980).  
As already mentioned, social factors can also negatively impact a pupil’s (or group of pupils) participation in peer assessment. It can also influence the reliability and validity of the feedback given (Topping, 2009; Mubarok, 2017). Research suggests not wishing to upset one’s peers or being seen to take an interest in academic achievement can result, can both result in unfocused and ineffective feedback. While this concern is not to be forgotten, it is also important to remember that creating the correct conditions for peer assessment to take place is an important factor in overcoming these issues before they begin (Topping, 2009).  
Finally, allowing pupils to assess the work of their peers does not mean that teachers are able to sit back completely and take no responsibility for the feedback pupils are receiving. Even those teachers who have implemented strong classroom cultures surrounding peer assessment and are sure of their pupils’ confidence in the activity should continue to monitor the feedback being received and in-turn give feedback to classes about their performance as peer assessors (Topping, 2009). This should ensure that the standard of peer assessment is continually improving as the pupils’ understanding of the task develops and their knowledge of topics improve (McGarr & Clifford, 2013; Topping, 2009). 


School Policy and Practice

There is a whole school policy in place in School X regarding peer assessment, which is largely directed at Key Stage 3 pupils. The policy is from several years ago and as a result, the extent to which it is followed by each department varies drastically. Most departments within the school have adapted the policy to some degree in order to suit their needs and so application of the policy also differs between departments. As a result of this there is very little consistency across departments and pupils are left with differing examples of peer assessment, which could be a cause of both confusion and lack of engagement with peer work (Wiliam, 2017; Salem Press, 2014). The guidance within the history department follows a very basic “What Went Well” (WWW) and “Even Better If” (EBI) structure, whereby pupils make one or two comments for each category. Beyond this, there is little guidance as to how pupils should measure the success of the work they are marking, nor are pupils told why they should engage with their peer’s work, as suggested above, both of these a key aspects to effective peer assessment (Salem Press, 2014; Wiliam, 2017; Topping, 2009). This structure is followed by both the geography and religious studies departments, so there is at least some consistency between humanities subjects, which, if implemented correctly, could be beneficial to pupils undertaking peer assessment. 
The history the department had initially intended to incorporate peer assessment more fundamentally into lesson plans and schemes of work, with the aim that work books would be reserved only for peer and self-assessment. However, this was rejected by the senior leadership team and as a result the amount of peer assessment incorporated into lessons was reduced. The introduction of more regular peer assessment could have provided pupils with the consistency and understanding of the activity which they most definitely need, however this was never fulfilled. 
Overall, it is evident that there is a lack of reflective teaching as well as guidance and support from senior leaders with regards to peer assessment. This is despite the potential benefits  for pupils learning and the alleviation of time constraints on teachers, as mentioned above (Tsivitanidou, et al., 2018; Topping, 2009). Through no fault of the staff in School X peer assessment has dropped down the priority list and as a result a distinctive change in mindset is required by both staff and pupils at School X is required if peer assessment is to be successful in the future (Salem Press, 2014). 


Methodology and Ethics 

The purpose of a research methodology is to allow teachers a structure to follow so that the research undertaken will be reliable enough to form hypotheses and can then be used to build strategies to improve classroom practice (Hopkins, 2014). The idea that underpins this research project is reflective teaching. Expanding knowledge through a critical lens allows for improvement in a number of ways; assumptions about teaching and learning; the appropriateness of teaching decisions; and creating a change in mindsets (Salem Press, 2014). Analysis of research methodologies allowed for the most appropriate instructional decisions to be made with regards to peer assessment, and with the intent that a positive improvement in teaching practice would ultimately be made (Salem Press, 2014; Dillon & Maguire, 2007).  Further to this, at the time of arrival in the department year 7 pupils are familiar with peer assessment and the system in place within the school. The first reflective practice undertaken with the head of the history department was to decide to what extent it was appropriate to change what pupils were familiar with. Ultimately, it was decided that for benefit of the pupils the peer assessment task would not stray too far from the system with which they were familiar. The extent to which this influenced which research strategies were chosen will be discussed as this section progresses. 
In order to undertake this research it was decided that a mixed method approach would be the most pragmatic, and importantly the most useful way to collect data (Denscombe, 2014).  A combination of both observational and documentary research will be used in order to analyse pupil progress. Firstly, observational research was the most obvious choice, as this is something which occurs naturally within the context of a normal lesson, regardless of whether the research was taking place. This type of observation is known as ‘fieldwork’ and in the context of this research will be used in order to gauge pupil engagement with their task using eye witness evidence (Denscombe, 2014, 235). In order to undertake feildwoeek research different practices were assessed and it was decided that open research was the best way in which to assess this particular task; there would be no framework for the observation but the focus, agreed between the researcher and class teacher, was to be on engagement with peer assessment. (Hopkins, 2014; Denscombe, 2014). 
The data collection in relation to observational research will be qualatative in the form of field notes written directly ater the lessons took place. It is important to take field notes immediately after or during the lesson, as the more time which lapses the more difficult it is to recall problems or discussions which took place (Hopkins, 2014). This data will be useful in order to measure both the engagement with the peer assessment activity and to have an idea as to whether the resultant work will be improved at all as a result of the intervention before analysing any documentary evidence.  As mentioned, the second type of observation, documentary, was also neccesarry to measure whether the outcomes of pupil’s peer assessment would be improved as a result of the intervention. It also complements the nature of observational research by hopefully agreeing with the observational data (Denscombe, 2014). 
There are limitations of both observational and documentary research. Observational research has the problem of perception, in that different witnesses could interpret evidence in different ways and that qualatative analysis can be prone to making generalisations (Gorard & Taylor, 2004; Salem Press, 2014). One of the main drawbacks of analyising documentary evidence is the time requred to do so (Hopkins, 2014). Furthermore, there are plenty of case studies which have undertaken both types of research and have been poorly executed and so their results may not prove to be accurate. However, it cannot be concluded from such research that the techniques are poor as has been suggested by some researchers (Hopkins, 2014). If the research methodology is successfully implemented then tthese research techniques should provide and strong basis for building classroom strategies in the future. 
Another decision to be taken was whether or not to take a sample of findings or whether to analyse all of the data available. After extenisive research the decision was narrowed down to random sampling or using the full data set. Random sampling was chosen as the only possible sampling technique as it is the easiest way to ensure that there is no researcher bias within the sample size and as a result will provide the truest represenation of the full data set (Denscombe, 2014; Hopkins, 2014; Gorard & Taylor, 2004). 
There were two significant factors in making the decision to not take a sample of the class. Firstly, the time contraints placed on the research played an important factor; would it be reasonable to collect and analyse all of the necessary data within the set time period. After consulting with the class teacher, it became apparent that the time limitations placed on research project would not play a part in the analysis of the data and so there would be no need to collect a smaller representative sample for this reason (Denscombe, 2014; Hopkins, 2014). The second factor was class size. The possibility of producing reasonably accurate findings with a sample size was an attractive proposition, however, given the size of the class (28 participants)  it didd not feel neccesary to further reduce the sample (Denscombe, 2014). As a result of these assessments, the conclusion was reached that no sample was necessary, and the full datat set would be analysed and explored for the purposes of this research. 
Finally, there are significant  ethical implications when consdering collecting data. The researcher should not fabriacate nor ellaborate results nor should the practicial or theoretical implications of the results be misinterpreted in terms of their significance to future research. 


Evaluation 

The pre-test aspect of this peer assessment was taken from previous observation of the pupils, as well as evidence of their prior peer assessment activities. It was found, by all within the history department that engagement with these activities was minimal and as a result the type quality of feedback received meant that it could not be acted upon to improve pupil work. While these results have not been included within the evaluation, as they took place outside the confines of this research it is important to note that they formed the basis and idea for this research. Furthermore, there were significant time constraints on how frequently peer assessment of any extended writing could be implemented, without overloading pupils with long writing tasks. This ultimately led to the decision to use previous data as a basis for this test. 
To begin the research, pupils were separated into designated peer-assessment partners. This was done in order to build trust between the two participants as well as make it easier to record any improvements in engagement and outcome of the peer assessment task (Tsivitanidou, et al., 2018; Topping, 2009). This was done based on the class list and a level descriptor from the most recent assessment they had completed, this was in order to make sure partners were working at a similar level, which was particularly important in a hugely varied mixed ability class (Mubarok, 2017; Tsivitanidou, et al., 2018). This also resulted in a reasonable mix of boys and girls within pairs, which was satisfactory. In evaluating this initial stage of the research, it should be noted that initially little thought was put into which pupils made up the pairings. However, research would suggest that the pairings should be not only close in ability but also have no close friends nor enemies put together (Tsivitanidou, et al., 2018; Topping, 2009). In future research, there would need to be further consideration of pupil pairings in order to make them as beneficial as possible to pupils. Another consideration is what to do if pupils are not in on days where they do peer assessment tasks. Initially, this had not been taken into consideration. However, with two pupils absent for the first test and two from the second it was quickly apparent that there could be a potential issue here. A more practical approach for future practice would be that groups of three or four were used (dependant on class size) in order to minimise this problem (Topping, 2009). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Moving into the first lesson, it was challenging to make any break away from peer assessment that did not involve a ‘What Went Well (WWW) / Even Better If (EBI)” task, without risking confusion or defiance from the pupils as a result of the introduction of something completely new. As a result, I produced a worksheet for them (see Appendix 1) to fill in under the basic headings of WWW and EBI. Using these familiar headings meant that the introduction of new aspects of peer assessment were not totally alien to pupils and thus they could engage with them more fully (Topping, 2009). 
The new aspect of peer assessment for the pupils was the introduction of a clear and obvious success criteria for the task. Pupils had begun research into an enquiry on the Black Death, had composed several questions based on previous learning and researched the answers, using resources provided, in order to compose an essay on the consequences of the Black Death. While not the ideal topic for peer assessment, given the variation in questions and answers, it was a matter of time constraints that forced the decision to place the research at this point. 
The success criteria for the peer assessment activity given to the pupils were as follows:
“The best bits about your work are…” make a comment on at least one of the following:
· Understanding of the topic
· Depth of knowledge 
· SPAG 
· Sourcework 
“They worked well because…” make a comment on at least one of the following:
· Name something they did to improve their knowledge/understanding 
· Comment on the structure of their work
· Comment on the effort made 
“To improve your work you need to…” make a comment on at least one of the following:
· Something SPAG related
· Something Knowledge related
· Something about their understanding
· Include a history specific skill (source work)
“Next time you may want to try…” make a comment on at least one of the following:
· Suggest a way to reduce SPAG errors
· Suggest a way to improve knowledge
· Suggest a way to check their understanding 
· Suggest the inclusion of a history specific skill (source work)
Each of the four parts of the criteria contained an element they were familiar with, in order to approach new techniques in a gradual manner (Topping, 2009).
Pupil feedback was scored based on their responses to the questions on their worksheet, having this system in place made the documentary analysis of the evidence significantly easier, as it attempted to quantify qualitative data (Denscombe, 2014; Hopkins, 2014). In this system a mark was awarded for attempting feedback for each of the four points (as this showed some engagement with the activity). A second mark was given for how relevant each point of feedback was in comparison to the success criteria (Didau, 2014; Mubarok, 2017). 
It was at this point that a discussion was had with pupils about the purpose of peer assessment and the benefits it can have on their work when they fully engage with it, in an attempt to foster a positive attitude towards peer assessment by knowing where they were supposed to be going (McGarr & Clifford, 2013; Didau, 2014). The discussion was then furthered by providing imaginary examples of what would qualify for some of the success criteria. This was done in place of a full-scale modelling activity, as this would have taken significantly more time, and there was no space to facilitate this in the time scale. A modelling activity would have likely been more beneficial for the pupils, as suggested by Topping (2009) (see background literature) and is something which given the chance, would have been factored into the research time.




Conclusions
Fundamentally, the link between creating a structured approach to peer assessment and effective results is undeniable (Wiliam, 2017; Hattie & Timperley, 2007). 

Limitations and Future Development
While the intervention was largely successful limitations of the study must be acknowledged. The most important thing to acknowledge is that the breadth of this is extremely limited. The study took place within a single school and a single class within that school. The problems with this are several-fold. Firstly, although the data proved to be positive, there is no evidence that this study could be replicated with similar results within the school, let alone in schools with different cultures and attitudes towards peer assessment (Wiliam, 2017) (Denscombe, 2014). Furthermore, the limited time available for this study was meant that there could be no testing of different interventions, which could prove to be more successful. Moving into future practice, this study has allowed a brief glimpse into the benefits of peer assessment and more time and a broader study could prove to be significant for professional development. 
Future development – importance of having clear lesson objectives -creating their own success criteria (in the context of this and other areas). Peer assessment can be beneficial. Not working with friends (Topping, 2009). 
Ultimately, the research was not implemented as well as it could have been as there was not enough initial consultation of research prior to beginning the research, with regards to both the collection of data and the creation of research methodologies. When combined with additional time constraints of the research aspect off this study there are several aspects of the study which could be improved on repetition. Future classroom enquiry would require more rigorous planning, in terms of methodologies and time management. This would result in more time for slow introduction of peer assessment and allow time for modelling the process of peer assessment needed to produce effective feedback for pupils (Topping, 2009). 
It is evident from the school policy that there is not sufficient support or guidance for teachers within School X to help them provide pupils with consistently effective peer assessment guidance across all departments (Wiliam, 2017). The lack of effective peer assessment in school X meant that there was an additional dimension of challenge to this research; pupil attitudes are not going to change in the course of one lesson. Regarding future professional development it would have to be considered that some initial groundwork would have to be done in the process of this research and as such it would take place over a significantly longer time. 
Peer assessment as a type of formative assessment, or model-based learning, requires a significant amount of further, in depth study in order to reach strong conclusions about how effective peer assessment can be in enhance progress and attainment in pupils. Additional large-scale research into pupil engage and overall advantages of peer assessment would also be beneficial to reflective teaching practitioners in the future ( Hopfenbeck, 2018). 



Appendices 

Appendix 1. Worksheet provided to pupils 
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Appendix 2. Performance data from Intervention (A) and Post Test (B)
	Pupil
	A
	B

	1
	2
	4

	2
	3
	5

	3
	3
	4

	4
	6
	3

	5
	4
	2

	6
	2
	0

	7
	4
	4

	8
	4
	6

	9
	8
	7

	10
	3
	3

	11
	1
	0

	12
	4
	6

	13
	4
	5

	14
	3
	2

	15
	2
	2

	16
	4
	5

	17
	0
	6

	18
	2
	2

	19
	5
	8

	20
	2
	4

	21
	4
	7

	22
	8
	6

	23
	8
	8

	24
	5
	7

	25
	0
	5

	26
	4
	3

	27
	3
	0

	28
	7
	6
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