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Rationale  
Formative assessment is an integral part of the teaching process to support and 
enhance learning.  It can be defined as “encompassing all those activities undertaken 
by teachers, and/or by their students, which provide information to be used as 
feedback to modify the teaching and learning activities in which they are engaged” 
(Black and Wiliam, 1998: 7).  Peer assessment involves activating students as 
instructional resources for each other and this is one of Dylan Wiliam’s key formative 
assessment strategies for higher student achievement (itslearning, 2017).  It fits with a 
social constructivist perspective on learning which stresses the fundamental role of 
social interaction in the development of cognition and the process of meaning making 
(Vygotsky, 1978; Powell and Kalina, 2009).  As a result of such perceived benefits, 
the use of peer assessment is strongly supported by both the Scottish Government and 
the General Teaching Council for Scotland (Scottish Government, 2011; GTCS, 
2012).   
 
From examining literature, peer assessment appears to be an effective formative 
assessment strategy and as a probationer working towards the Standard for Full 
Registration, it is important to further increase my knowledge and understanding of 
assessment and improve my skills and abilities in this area in order to support and 
enhance learning.  Furthermore, the school I am currently working in strongly 
encourages pupils to engage in self-evaluation and I was keen to examine what 
happens when peer assessment is used in the classroom.  
 
Aims  
The overarching aim of this enquiry was to examine what happens when peer 
assessment is used in the classroom and in order to achieve this, the following 
objectives were set:  
 

1. To explore children’s understanding of peer assessment and whether they have 
the skills to effectively peer assess.   

2. To explore whether children use peer assessment feedback to progress in their 
own learning.  

3. To explore children’s attitudes towards peer assessment.  
 
Methodology 
The enquiry was exploratory in nature as it involved the researcher gaining an 
understanding.  Therefore, the philosophical view that underpinned this research can 
be considered as intrepretivist – “the belief that all knowledge claims are 
interpretations” (Schwandt, 2001: 68-69).  Research was undertaken over a four-week 
period with twenty-seven Primary Seven pupils.  Four sources of evidence were 
collected – two of these routinely occurring and two specifically undertaken (Pollard 
and Collins, 2002).  



Routinely Occurring  
Children were asked to peer assess two pieces of literacy work each week using the 
two-stars-and-a-wish peer assessment strategy.  This involved students giving 
feedback to one another by identifying two features that were positive (the stars) and 
one suggestion for how the work could be improved (the wish).  The two routinely 
occurring sources of evidence that emerged from this were children’s work and the 
peer assessments at the end of the work.   
 
Specifically Undertaken  
At the start of the research process, a questionnaire containing primarily open-ended 
questions was given out to students asking them about their understanding and 
attitude towards peer assessment.  At the end of the four-week study, pupils were 
asked to complete a similar questionnaire to examine any differences.    
 
Findings 
The data was analysed by searching for meaningful patterns relevant to the aims of 
the enquiry.  Key themes emerged from the data and each of the following 
subsections focuses on one of the aforementioned objectives.  
 
Children’s Understanding and Peer Assessment Skills  
From the outset, children had a good understanding of peer assessment and why it is 
used.  To answer a question in the first questionnaire about why peer assessment is 
used, many commented that the purpose is to give and receive honest opinions about 
work so that improvements can be made. Furthermore, a few children said that peer 
assessment is used so that they can learn from each other.  With regards to children’s 
peer assessment skills, some initially struggled to assess effectively.  Although 
emphasis was placed on using the success criteria from the very first lesson, some 
wrote comments such as “nice handwriting” and “great work”.  However, after 
training and more experience, all children were able to effectively use the success 
criteria to assess their partner’s work.  Furthermore, peer assessed work was 
compared with self-evaluated work and it was found that the peer assessments were 
more truthful, more detailed and offered realistic guidance for improvement.   
 
Children’s Progress In Their Learning  
Aspects of pupils’ work improved during the enquiry.  For example, children 
completed a peer assessed spelling/writing task each week and there was clear 
improvement from the first to the fourth week.  By the end of the enquiry, most pupils 
achieved the success criteria as they produced lengthier, more detailed sentences that 
included a range of adjectives, adverbs and connectives.  However, some children had 
to repeat their wish (suggestion for how their partner’s work could be improved), 
which suggests some children did not take feedback on board.  
 
Children’s Attitudes Towards Peer Assessment   
Before the enquiry began, most pupils in the class were initially quite confident in 
their peer assessment abilities, however, confidence increased throughout the enquiry 
(See Chart 1).  Furthermore, when asked about their opinion of peer assessment, 
many pupils were very positive and recognised the associated benefits.  One pupil 
said, “Peer assessment helps me to improve my work and lets me know what to add 
next time” and another said, “Looking at other people’s work helps me as it enables 
me to get other good ideas and learn more”.  When pupils were asked to choose their 



favourite assessment strategy (self or peer), most pupils favoured peer (See Chart 2) 
and gave answers relating to peer assessment helping to find and fix mistakes and 
valuing their friends’ opinions.  One pupil said, “Your partner sometimes finds 
mistakes that you didn’t see because it’s a fresh pair of eyes looking at your work” 
and another said, “I enjoy peer assessing because then I get to see what my friends 
think about my work”.   
 
Chart 1 – Children’s Peer Assessment Confidence Before and After the Enquiry  

 
 
Chart 2 – Children’s Favourite Assessment Strategy (Self-Evaluation or Peer Assessment) 

 
 
Conclusions 
This group of children had a good understanding of the concept of peer assessment, 
however, children initially struggled to effectively assess their friends’ work and 
needed training to master this skill.  After receiving guidance and more experience, 
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children’s peer assessments were more truthful than self-evaluations and offered 
learners greater potential for improvement. Although peer assessment feedback 
resulted in many children progressing in their own learning, some failed to take 
feedback from previous weeks on board which has implications for future practice.  
Lastly, children demonstrated a positive attitude towards peer assessment as their 
confidence increased throughout the enquiry, they recognised the benefits to their 
learning and the majority stated preference for this assessment strategy.   
 
Implications for Future Practice 
As a result of the findings from this enquiry, this group of children should continue to 
engage in peer assessment due to the associated benefits – children’s improved ability 
to peer assess and their positive attitudes towards this assessment strategy.  Although 
many pupils also used peer assessment feedback to progress in their own learning, 
more time and training is needed to ensure all children experience this same success.  
It is important that these children are retrained in how to effectively engage in peer 
assessment and modelling may be required to show children how to take feedback on 
board by editing one’s work in order to improve it.  Furthermore, additional time may 
be required at the start of lessons to review peer assessment feedback and children 
may need reminders throughout the lesson. 
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