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Hello, my name’s Ian Hughes, and I’m here to talk to you about peer assessment.

Now peer assessment is quite a broad area, and what I’m going to concentrate on mainly is peer marking and providing feedback to students from their peers.

So what’s peer assessment all about, what’s peer marking all about, and why do it?  Well basically, of course, it’s students assessing students.  And there are a whole variety of reasons for letting this, and encouraging this to happen.

Firstly, it’s not just about me getting someone to do my marking for me.  It is about the advantages it provides to students.  Students will have to do this quite early in a job, they will have to assess other people, and other people’s work.  And it sometimes comes as a surprise to them that they’re going to have to do this very early in their first employment.  They’re absolutely not equipped to do this in general terms.  It teaches students about critical appraisal, it develops critical appraisal in them.  And of course, once they can assess the work of others, they can maybe assess their own work, which is a key characteristic of a scientist to be able to assess their own work, and modify and develop it accordingly.

So these are the sorts of reasons that I use to convince students.  And this presentation is in fact part of one which I give to students before the peer assessment process starts, so they know why it’s being done.  They also, of course, get complete feedback on what they should have written, they can see other people’s standards, and the mistakes that other people have made, and they understand and learn the work better having gone through it a second time.

Now I’m going to show you some research evidence that supports some of these claims and comments that I’ve made.  But first of all, let’s just look at what is good assessment, and whether peer assessment makes the grade according to the criteria.  And as you can see from the slide, there are a whole lot of ticks in the box for good assessment.  It’s accurate, it’s reproducible, and we’ve got data to demonstrate this.

The only one that’s maybe a question mark there is staff/student contact.  Assessment is often the point at which staff and students make contact to provide feedback, and peer assessment may reduce this somewhat.  So if you are concerned about the contact between staff and students, peer assessment needs to be approached bearing in mind that one of the things that may be reduced is the amount of time students actually spend with members of staff.

So what have we actually peer assessed?  Well you can see that we’ve assessed verbal presentation, poster presentation, etc.  And I’m going to talk to you mainly about laboratory reports.  This peer assessment process has, of course, been used in many different places, not just by me at Leeds, but elsewhere.  And it’s generally quite a successful way of dealing with marking problems and encouraging student learning, particularly in first and second year, which is particularly appropriate to the peer assessment process. 

So verbal presentation skills then, well this graph shows the relationship between the academic staff mark on the left hand axis and the peer mark along the bottom axis.  And clearly there is a good relationship here.  Most of the points are fairly close to the line, and the aggression coefficient is good, and the equation of the line is given there as well.  So on the basis of this sort of evidence, we no longer use staff to assess students’ verbal presentations.  The students, in the rest of the year, assess that presentation, and the mark then rolls forward into their degree mark.

Now what about lab presentations then, lab write-ups and how to mark them?  Well using peer assessment to mark lab write-ups saves staff time, I can mark 200 laboratory write-ups every 14 days in just one hour, and that is a great improvement on the situation where it was taking me several days to mark these write-ups.  They all get information that they should have written, they all understand it better, and it develops the critical evaluation skills that we’ve talked about already.

Now how do you actually go about doing peer assessment of practical write-ups?  Well first of all, and I can’t over-emphasise this, you need to explain why students are doing it, to convince them that this isn’t just to make your life easier, but there are advantages to the students in this.  They’re given instructions on format and what they’re supposed to write, and this is provided in the schedule.  And there is a hand-in penalty, they must all hand them in at a certain time.  And all their coming to the lecture theatre, and there is a penalty for not being there, now that’s 50% of the marks if you don’t turn up at a marking session.  I have not actually had dead students carried into the lecture theatre, but it’s come pretty close at times.  There is an explicit marking schedule that is distributed, and then I go through the marking schedule with further explanation, on say Power Point slides, to explain the points to the students.  They then mark them, sign the papers to say that they take responsibility for this, we check 10%, it’s reproducible, we’ve put copies of a single practical write-up into the peer assessment process, and they come out within 3% of the mark.  So it’s very reproducible.  And there is an appeal procedure, any student dissatisfied can appeal to me and I’ll re-mark their practical.  Less than 1% of students do actually appeal.

Now this slide shows you the data from two sets, two cohorts of students.  The ones in green were academic staff marked, and the ones in white were peer marked.  And the mark is at the side here, and the bottom axis shows the four practicals, successive practicals, that the students were undertaking.  Now as you can see, when the first practical took place the students hadn’t of course experienced the peer marking process at this time, and they handed in their write-ups and there was no difference between the two cohorts of students, so they are equal academic ability.  However, as you can see from the rest of the graph, as the practicals progressed and the students had experience of the peer marking process, they got much better at writing practicals up.  And before you tell me that this is because the students are easy markers, the hashed line here, the shaded line, shows you a staff mark of those peer marked practicals, and as you can see staff assessed them just the same level as the students did.  So we are convinced that this sort of evidence shows you that the students who are peer marked are better able to write up their practicals and have a better understanding, because they tackle better the questions that are part of the write-up.  

So is it all sweetness and light, or are there any problems?  Well there are problems.  You need to explain to the students why they’re doing this, that’s a crucial point.  You need to keep silence during the marking process, or students miss things and don’t understand what’s being said.  Some students don’t like it, they think it’s your job, and some say it’s hard work.  Now I’ve had a student come out and say, “Oh didn’t like that at all, had to concentrate really hard for a whole hour, terrible.”  Now hmm yes well I’m not convinced that students concentrating for an hour is necessarily a bad thing.  Some marking schedules get passed on, so I have in fact three sets of practicals which I rotate, and the practicals all have to be marked at the same time.  If you have a circus of practicals where some students do it and then later some other students do it, the marking has to be delayed until everyone has finished, but of course the students who do it later know what’s expected and have the answers.

So for us, peer assessment works really well, and it is fine.  We have also tried it with long essays, and these essays were written by medical students, 3,000-4,000 words long.  And as you can see from the data on the slide, the mean mark from the staff and from the students was not significantly different, which would indicate that everything is fine – but it’s not, because if you look at the next line you’ll see the distribution of data here.  This data is not stretched out along the line.  Even a pharmacologist like myself cannot see any relationship with this data.  This is just a mass of randomised data points showing there is very little relationship between the staff mark and the peer mark.  So why doesn’t it work for essays when it does work so well for labs and for verbal presentations?  Well the answer is probably in the explicit marking schedule, that I think is the key.  For this particular essay exercise there was no explicit marking schedule.  Indeed all the students wrote different topics for their essays, so that actually the marking schedule was generic, it was not explicit, and this is why there is a big difference between the staff mark and the peer mark.  Staff are experts and mark it for content as well as presentation, and students are not experts and don’t know when something’s wrong.

So the take home message then is that peer assessment is good assessment, it can improve student learning, it equips students for the real world, it can save staff time, and maybe it will work for you.  Give it a try.
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