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Can students improve their learning through self-assessment?

Teachers have traditionally been seen as the custodians of knowledge, and students as the recipients.  But, over the past few decades, there has been a growing recognition that revising for tests isn’t the same as acquiring and developing deep understanding of the test, its purpose and content.  Teachers are taking more interest in assessment for learning in which they target their own and their students’ actions increasingly precisely upon the next steps in learning for individuals.

Activities that contribute to assessment for learning include the use of detailed feedback, teacher questioning and peer and self assessment built on specific learning goals and explicit criteria. The researchers in this study believe that self-assessment offers students the opportunity to manage their own learning by helping them to identify appropriate standards or criteria to apply to their work, and to make the judgements about the extent to which they meet these standards or criteria.
A highly significant feature of this study is that the teachers and students involved were first trained in self-assessment techniques.  The researchers then set out to discover whether self-assessment helped them to improve results in external examinations across the whole curriculum.
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What are the benefits of teaching self-assessment skills?

The evidence is certainly growing. Black and Wiliam (2001) in particular have studied self-assessment in primary schools, and other digests on their work are available from this site (click to Where can I find out more?).  Earlier studies have found that self-assessment:

· transfers some responsibility for making decisions from the teacher to the learner;

· helps students gain understanding of the concepts of quality;

· provides a foundation for lifelong learning; and

· improves learning in the course being studied
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What did the research find out?

The study reported that:

· students who received the training performed better in the final examinations in the four curriculum areas than those who did not receive formal training;

· gains in student attainment were greater for business studies, humanities and technical studies than those for science; 

· students valued the training; (click to What did the students think…?) and

· the self-assessment training during the students’ final year did not disrupt their overall learning. 
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What were the aims of the study?

This study focused particularly upon the impact of student self-assessment on attainment in external examinations.  It aimed to measure the impact of self-assessment by comparing the attainment of a group of students who had been trained in self-assessment techniques with that of a matched control group who had not been trained.  The students were all in US Grade 11, (UK Year 12, aged 16-17 years). The study reported on:

· average student attainment in four subject areas:

· business studies;

· humanities;

· science; and

· technical studies; and

· students’ views of the self-assessment programme.
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How were teachers and students trained in self-assessment?

Teachers were trained in self-assessment practices and shown how to introduce them to other teachers and their students in their own schools.  The programme was designed to be used within the existing curriculum, so teachers could use their existing teaching materials.  The training was flexible to allow for personal learning styles and speeds of individuals.  It was also sustained over the school year to allow teachers time to work collaboratively to embed the practices.
Teachers undertook:

· twelve formal training modules designed by the researcher.  These focused on constructing, validating, applying and evaluating criteria to apply to students’ work;

· interactive workshops with the researcher which gave examples of classroom situations; and

· feedback and interaction amongst colleagues in the form of team teaching, monitoring, and school visits. This continued throughout the length of the study.

School visits involved trained researchers and teachers in coaching and in monitoring students’ activity through a range of methods including one-to-one discussions.

Students:

· were encouraged to see self-assessment as being in their own self-interest;

· practiced naming assessment features, giving reasons for assessing the worth of their work;

· were taught to make reasoned choices, assess responses to questions by applying given criteria, write a variety of question types, allocate marks to such questions, evaluate their work, and develop their own self-assessment activities;
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What factors contributed to the success of the self-assessment programme?

There were a number of factors which were thought to have contributed to the success of the programme:

· teachers in the study were selected on their professional qualifications, work experience, communication skills, willingness to remain at the job for the entire academic year, willingness to participate in the exercise, enthusiasm, innovativeness, availability and the ability to get along well with students;

· learning plans were tailored to the strengths, weaknesses, developmental stage and circumstances of each student;

· the researcher supplied continual encouragement, monitoring, and detailed assistance in the form of lesson preparation and participation in, team teaching (click to Glossary) and formative and summative evaluations, organised through school visits; and

· students were encouraged to apply self-assessment skills to everyday decision making initially ie choice of friends/route to school.

Page 7

What did the students think of the self-assessment programme?

A survey of students’ reactions to the self-assessment training found that they thought it was beneficial rather than an additional burden in their examinations year.  Students were also pleased that the programme started early in the academic year.

The vast majority of students felt it allowed them to be:

· analytical; 

· independent; and

· empowered.

They also believed that self-assessment skills:

· improved their study habits;

· gave them higher vocational aspirations;

· helped them to choose careers best suited to their personality;

· showed them how all subject disciplines integrated into the whole process of learning; and

· enabled them to plan ahead and prepare adequately for exams.
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How was the research carried out?

This was a large-scale study. The sample of students undertaking self assessment training represented:

· 25.2% of the entire year cohort for the country of the study (Barbados);

· ten high schools, including top, middle and bottom levels of achievement; 

· two form 5 (UK Year 12) classes from each of the 10 schools.

A control group from the same schools was used for the comparisons of performance in external exams.
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What are the implications of this study for practitioners?

In completing this digest, the authors began to ask the following questions about implications for practitioners:

· In the UK, years 10 and 11 of secondary school are particularly busy and introducing a formal programme may be a bridge too far.  Would it be better for teachers to plan and implement self-assessment approaches at department or subject level before these years?

· Self-assessment strategies are quite varied in nature and include, for example, students writing their own examination type questions and answers, or using exam board criteria and marking schemes.  Would this type of exercise be helpful to your students – perhaps as a homework exercise?

· Do heads and governors need to get involved in the decision making about self-assessment if it is to become practice for all pupils?

· Is there a case for small-scale pilot studies in UK secondary schools in order to explore the more effective way of developing practice? Are there models of self-assessment practice in the UK which could inform practitioners? (click to Where can I find out more? for current primary school studies)

· Assessment for Learning is already a key part of the Primary National Strategy (click to Where can I find out more?)  What would be the best way for secondary school staff to develop their practice to support the development of pupils’ skills as they progress through school – would peer support and observation have a useful role to play?
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Where can I find out more?

Other digests already written on formative assessment are:

· Torrance and Pryor “Developing formative assessment in the classroom” (http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/research/digests/TueOct221742482002/?view=amzRsStandard), and

· Wiliam et al “Teacher’s and student’s roles in formative assessment” (http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/research/digests/MonSep151522482003/?view=amzRsStandard).

The GTC’s Research of the Month “Raising standards through classroom assessment” looks at formative assessment in the classroom, and is based on Black and Wiliam’s “Inside the Black Box”.

http://www.gtce.org.uk/research/standhome.asp
The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority has information on Assessment for Learning in general and also looks at self-assessment and how this fits in:

http://www.qca.org.uk/ages3-14/66.html
Various summaries from the NTRP Teacher Research Conference 2004 (http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/ntrp) concentrated on formative and self-assessment:

· Developing strategies to improve formative assessment in secondary science teaching and learning by Keith Whitehouse looks at students carrying out self-assessment techniques in a science context;

· Children’s perspectives on formative assessment: an action research approach by Janice Gill; and
· Raising standards in narrative writing in KS2 by Robin Cowen.

Key Stage 3 National Strategy Standards and assessment: key messages

This leaflet is particularly aimed at ICT teachers giving notes from a national training event in 2003
http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/midbins/keystage3/SA_key_messages.PDF.

Learning how to learn - A project of the ESRC Teaching and Learning Research Programme
http://www.learntolearn.ac.uk/
Includes practical examples of AfL supported by research.

National Primary Strategy

http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/primary/about/learning_teaching/?version=1
Glossary

Team teaching

A system whereby two or more teachers pool their skills, knowledge etc to jointly develop, plan and teach combined classes.

