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Investigating the use of peer and self-
assessment to improve pupils’ performance

when writing about historical sources
Aims of the project

The overall aim of the project was to introduce pupils to self and peer assessment techniques to encourage them to improve
the quality of their written work about historical sources. We were particularly interested to know:

• what are the techniques that can be used to promote peer and self assessment?;

• do the techniques associated with self and peer assessment improve the pupils’ ability to identify a good piece of work?

• are pupils able, as a result of their identification of good work, to understand what they need to do in order to demonstrate
achievement?

• does encouraging pupils to use techniques of self and peer assessment lead to an improvement in the quality of their
written work and their understanding of historical sources? and

• in what ways do I need to modify my professional practice in order to teach successfully in light of the findings to the
above questions?

Context

The research involved two history teachers from different secondary schools collaborating. The study was conducted over a
period of one academic year. A class of 27 mixed ability year 7 pupils were the subjects of my research while my colleague
worked with a sample group of 15 year 8 pupils who were regarded in her school as achieving at a level that was below average.

Summary of main findings

Following the introduction of a range of self and peer assessment strategies for use in the history classroom:

• pupils’ perceptions of the purpose of assessment began to change;

• the pupils began to recognise what made a good piece of work; and 

• the quality of pupils’ written work began to improve.

The research also highlighted the following general issues:

• working in collaboration with a teacher from another school and as part of a network was beneficial to our own
professional development; and

• there was a need to go beyond the employment of isolated techniques to do with self and peer assessment to embrace a
wider strategy for assessment for learning. That broad approach helped to make the experience meaningful to pupils and
to enhance the learning that took place.

Conclusion

Reflections on the evidence that emerged from the research indicated that it was important to focus on the way pupils learn
and not just how I teach. I became aware that a range of peer and self assessment methods were needed in the general
approach to assessment for learning, and that there was not a one size fits all assessment model. In other words I had
learned through the collaborative work in 2 schools that learning needs to be the key focus of my work; that pupils could
become involved successfully in setting targets and contributing to their own development and that a range of methods had
to be used differentially. I wish to avoid in future notions that suggest that assessment is principally concerned with
identifying outcomes by experts for summative purposes. Different learners need to be allowed to engage with the process
of learning in ways that are appropriate to their own stage of development with my assistance. The nature of that assistance
will be structured and rigorous but it must also be flexible and dynamic.
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