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Chapter number

Chapter name

The review question

The overall question to be addressed in the 
review was:

What is the evidence of the impact on 
students in secondary schools of self and 
peer assessment?

In order to achieve all the aims of the review 
the further questions to be addressed were:

•	How does any impact vary with the 
characteristics of the students and the 
approaches used in self and/or peer 
assessment?

•	What conditions affect the impact of self and 
peer assessment?

What are the implications for assessment policy 
and practice of these findings?

Who wants to know and why?

Empirical research into student self and peer 
assessment has been concerned either with 
comparison of students’ own assessment 
with teachers’ assessment, or the effects 
of introducing self and peer assessment on 
students. This review is not concerned with 
the former but only with impact on students’ 
academic achievement and non-cognitive 
outcomes. Several studies in an earlier review 

by Black and Wiliam (Assessment Reform Group 
1999, Black and Wiliam 1998a & b) reported 
gains in achievement of students who have 
been involved in self and peer assessment, 
but there is no existing systematic review of 
this field. The aim of the review was to fill 
this gap by addressing, through a systematic 
review, the research evidence of the impact 
on students in secondary schools of self and 
peer assessment. Evidence of how any impact 
depends on particular circumstances has been 
sought so that, where trustworthy evidence is 
found, implications for policy and practice can 
be identified.

Key agencies in the integrated children’s 
services are expected to attend collaboratively 
to the well-being and growth of the learner as a 
person in a community. The Children Act (DFES 
2004) and Children Plan (DCSF 2007) emphasise 
this and the five themes they espouse represent 
a range of factors and outcomes that should be 
attended to if learners are to take responsibility 
for themselves as lifelong learners. Putting the 
learner at centre stage in this process makes 
self and peer assessment a critical issue for 
both policy and practice because it builds upon 
students’ self awareness, ownership of their 
own learning process and responsibility for their 
own learning. This review, focusing as it does on 
student self and peer assessment, will build on 
what is known by exploring evidence about the 
impact of this process on student outcomes. 

Abstract
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Methods of the review

Ten electronic databases were searched and 
19 key journals searched by hand. Review 
team members scanned reference lists, 
contacted key informants and organisations, 
and searched websites for research to include 
in the review. After examining the research 
in detail and assessing it for relevance and 
quality, the review’s conclusions are based on 
an in-depth synthesis of 26 studies.

Key findings

Pupil outcomes

Most studies reported some positive outcomes 
for the following:

•	Pupil attainment across a range of subject 
areas (9 out of 15 studies showed a positive 
effect)

•	Pupil self-esteem (7 out of 9 studies showed 
a positive effect)

•	Increased engagement with learning, 
especially goal setting, clarifying objectives, 
taking responsibility for learning, and/or 
increased confidence (17 out of 20 studies 
showed a positive effect)

Conditions that affect the impact of self or 
peer assessment

•	The classroom culture was related to 
positive outcomes for students. The teacher 
needs to be committed to learners having 
control over the process, and to be able 
to discuss learning and develop effective 
student feedback.

•	Self and peer assessment are more likely 
to impact on student outcomes when 
there is a move from a dependent to an 
interdependent relationship between 
teacher and students which enables teachers 
to adjust their teaching in response to 
student feedback.

•	Although no clear relationship between 
students owning the process and positive 
outcomes was established in the review, 
it does seem to be important to involve 
students in ‘co-designing’ the criteria for 
evaluation. This helps them to develop a 
better grasp of their own strengths and 
weaknesses. Students need to be aware of 
the targets they are trying to achieve, and 
these should focus on outcome not process 
goals. 

•	There were no significant differences for 
different groups of students (for example by 
gender, ethnicity or prior attainment).

•	There was no clear evidence to show 
whether peer and self assessment works 
better in some subjects than others, 
although limited evidence suggests that 
practice-based subjects may respond more 
immediately but that the outcomes are less 
embedded than in other subjects. 

Strengths and limitations of this 
review

•	The predominance of studies undertaken in 
the US (16) may limit the transferability of 
the findings to other countries. The variation 
between the assessment systems of different 
countries is likely to limit the potential for 
generalisation. 

•	The study design further limits the 
transferability of the findings of some of the 
studies. Just fewer than half the studies (11) 
involved control or comparison groups but 
five focused on only one class or group of 
students, suggesting the need for caution in 
generalising from these findings.

•	A possible weakness in the studies reviewed 
relates to the very small number that 
sought consent from the participants in 
the research and the even smaller number 
that involved students in this. Only two 
studies (Bruce 2001, Goodrich 1997, both 
rated high on overall weight of evidence 
WoE) sought consent from students, one 
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also seeking consent from parents. A further 
three (Brookhart 2001, medium WoE; Crouch 
et al. 1997, medium WoE; Klein 1998, low 
WoE) sought consent from parents only. The 
other 21 studies either did not seek consent 
from anyone involved or did not report that 
they had done so. Establishing consent has 
become an increasing requirement within 
research ethics in recent years and many of 
these studies were published in the 1990s or 
earlier.

•	A limitation of the review was the lack 
of involvement of students in the review 
process. Given the focus of the review, this 
might have been appropriate.

•	A number of challenges were identified 
in undertaking effective self and peer 
assessment, and of evaluating it. It remained 
problematic to isolate the variables that 
contributed to any outcomes reported in 
order to demonstrate the effects specifically 
of self and peer assessment. 

Implications for policy

The policy implications are concerned with 
ensuring greater emphasis on self and peer 
assessment within existing policies and making 
the relationships explicit rather than the 
creation of new or separate policies.

•	The national primary and secondary 
strategies include coverage of personalised 
learning and assessment for learning 
that incorporate aspects of self and peer 
assessment. There is also discussion of group 
work in the materials that these strategies 
have made available to schools. It is clear 
from this review that students need to be 
taught both the skills of self assessment 
and those required to work with others if 
peer assessment is to be further developed. 
It appears that the dialogue involved in 
peer assessment in particular might be 
challenging but that peer assessment can 
help develop students’ understanding of 
the requirements. In self assessment, no 
dialogue is involved with other students, but 
this understanding of requirements might 

take longer since the student is pursuing this 
in isolation. 

•	Teachers need self and peer assessment 
issues to be further built into both initial 
training and continuing professional 
development. Increasingly, this emphasis 
will need to extend to the training and 
staff development of other staff involved in 
integrated children’s services provision. 

•	The relationship between the outcomes 
of attainment and other outcomes such as 
‘enjoyment’ and ‘well-being’ will need to be 
clearly articulated. The evaluation of these 
broader outcomes presents a challenge in 
terms of measurement. 

•	There was no evidence to support targeting 
of particular age, ‘ability’ or ethnic groups. 
The diverse range of pupils that these 
studies noted can benefit from self and 
peer assessment might suggest that such 
assessment can be a helpful context for 
enhancing inclusion. Sensitivity is needed to 
protect students from negative ‘exposure’ of 
any lack of progress or difficulties.

Implications for practice

•	The review highlights the need for 
teacher commitment to learner control, 
developing a language for dialogue about 
learning and moving from a dependent to 
an interdependent relationship between 
teacher and students. Classrooms 
characterised by these processes will 
enable teachers to respond pedagogically to 
student feedback. This is at the heart of the 
personalising learning agenda.

•	Seven studies identified the crucial need 
for students to receive some training in self 
assessment and to understand the terms 
and concepts which they are expected to 
use to assess themselves. While this has 
implications for building self and peer 
assessment into the national policies, it also 
suggests the need to build in these processes 
to day-to-day activities in classrooms.
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•	One study reported the influence of parents 
on pupils’ own judgements of their work 
and identified the importance of parents 
being given a broader view of outcomes 
beyond grades. While this is derived from 
limited evidence, it suggests a need for 
more dialogue between parent, teacher and 
student.

Implications for future research

Future areas of research emerging from this 
review include the following:

•	Detailed analysis of the cognitive 
mechanisms underlying self and peer 
assessment and the relationship between 
these and self regulation

•	Comparisons of the development of self and 
peer assessment

•	Pupils’ understanding of progression and 
how this is enhanced through self and peer 
assessment

•	Developing measures relating to the Every 
Child Matters(the national framework to 
support the joining up of children’s services) 
outcomes and evaluating the impact of self 
and peer assessment longitudinally on these 
wider outcomes

•	The impact of staff development in self and 
peer assessment for the school workforce
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Chapter number

Chapter name
Chapter ONE

Background

Aims and rationale for the 
current review

Several studies in an earlier review by Black 
and Wiliam (Assessment Reform Group 1999, 
Black and Wiliam 1998a & b) reported gains 
in achievement of students who have been 
involved in self and peer assessment, but 
there was no existing systematic review of 
this field. The aim of the review was to fill 
this gap by conducting a systematic review 
which identified the research evidence on the 
impact of students’ self and peer assessment in 
secondary schools. Evidence of the particular 
circumstances that influences impact was 
sought so that implications for policy and 
practice could be identified.

Arguments in favour of involving learners in 
the assessment of their own learning relate 
to theories of learning, the recognition of the 
importance of motivation for learning and the 
value of non-cognitive outcomes such as are 
needed to prepare students for lifelong learning 
(Deakin Crick et al, 2007). 

Central to any notion of personalised learning 
or a learner-centred culture, is that the 
learners themselves should want to learn, and 
to become aware of themselves as learners, 
able to take responsibility for their own 
learning trajectories whether in or out of school 
and over a life span. Flutter and Rudduck (2004) 
argued, that in spite of decades of educational 
reform, students today might still agree with 

Blishen (1969), that learning in school amounts 
to being ‘told what to do and how to do it’. 
They say:

Although young peoples’ lives have clearly changed 
in many ways, schooling continues to be based 
upon conceptions of childhood that regard young 
people as dependent and incapable. (Flutter and 
Rudduck 2004, p133)

Changes in the goals of education, needed 
to match the changes in society and to 
prepare future citizens for continued learning 
throughout life include for example, flexibility 
and new study skills. It follows that the more 
learners know about, and participate in, 
decisions about the goals of their own learning, 
the more they can direct their own learning 
efforts effectively. Self and peer assessment 
can enhance the achievement of the goals of 
education regarded as essential in preparing 
students to adapt to the accelerating changes 
in types of occupation and ways of living.

Definitional and conceptual 
issues 

The goals of learning

Assessment in the context of education involves 
deciding, collecting and making judgements 
about evidence related to the goals of the 
learning being assessed. This review takes a 
broad view of the goals of learning, one that 
is reflected in the outcomes identified in the 
Every Child Matters outcomes: 
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Be healthy

Stay safe

Enjoy and achieve

Make a positive contribution

Achieve economic well-being 

(DCSF 2007).

Student outcomes in the context of schooling 
include the knowledge, skills, understanding, 
values, attitudes and dispositions that are 
encompassed by the purposes of education 
and reflected in statutory frameworks. 
In this review we use the narrower term 
‘attainment’ to refer to the attainment of 
a particular target set within the subjects 
of the curriculum, whereas we use the term 
‘achievement’ to refer to a broader goal of 
education which includes both personal and 
social outcomes and attainment.

Formative and summative 
assessment

How the processes of assessment are 
conducted varies with the purpose of the 
assessment and those involved in carrying it 
out. The purpose may be summative, to assess 
the learning achieved at a particular time, or 
formative, to help on-going learning. 

Self and peer assessment

Self assessment means that students make 
judgements about their own achievement and 
learning processes and take part in decisions 
about action for further progress in learning. 
In order to do this, they need to have a clear 
grasp of the goals of the learning and of the 
criteria to be applied in judging how well the 
goals have been attained. In self assessment, 
the distinction between formative and 
summative is often blurred since the feedback 
on performance is immediate; learners do not 
have to wait for someone else to tell them 
how well they have learned. But the extent to 
which it is used formatively will depend on the 
learners’ understanding of, and commitment 
to, the goals and on their ability to identify 
and take action necessary to take the next 
step in their learning. 

Peer assessment involves students in assessing 
each other’s work, again through reflection on 
the goals and what it means to achieve them. 
It may take place in groups, where the aim 
may be as much the development of group 
processes as the promotion or judgement of 
individual learning. It may also take place in 
pairs. In the case of summative assessment, 
the learners reflect on and judge how well 
their performance meets certain criteria 
relating to the goals of the work. 

The terms self-evaluation and peer-
evaluation are used in some literature. 
These are interchangeable with self and peer 
assessment, the terms used in this review.

Types of impact on students

In this review we distinguish between three 
types of impact on students of the process of 
self and peer assessment. These are outcomes 
relating to attainment, outcomes relating to 
self esteem and outcomes relating to learning 
to learn. For example, the explicit goals of 
the self assessment might include identifying 
specific areas for future improvement. If 
this is achieved, it might be regarded as an 
important outcome relating to learning to 
learn. However, the maths, literacy or other 
subject-specific skills that were the focus of 
self assessment may have made little or no 
progress, suggesting limited outcomes relating 
to attainment. 

The review question

The overall question to be addressed in the 
review was:

What is the evidence of the impact on 
students in secondary schools of self and 
peer assessment?

In order to achieve all the aims of the review 
the further questions to be addressed were:

•	How does any impact vary with the 
characteristics of the students in secondary 
schools and the approaches used in self and/
or peer assessment?
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•	What conditions affect the impact of self 
and peer assessment?

•	What are the implications for assessment 
policy and practice of these findings?

Policy and practice background

A focus on learners and learning is now a 
central theme of policy and practice in 
education. In all four constituent parts of 
the UK, assessment for learning has become 
incorporated into the mainstream education 
policies. As discussed more fully in Daugherty 
and Ecclestone (2006), the contexts in each 
are distinct with respect to assessment more 
generally. In Wales, Scotland and Northern 
Ireland, the emphasis on testing has been 
reduced and assessment for learning is 
central in assessment policies. In Scotland, 
the Assessment is for Learning initiative has 
supported teachers to develop their classroom 
practice and informed central policy.

The concept of ‘personalised learning’ 
has emerged as a major focus for 
schools in England. The DCSF identifies 
it as an overarching idea with five key 
components (www.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/
personalisedlearning/). These are: 

•	Assessment for learning

•	Effective learning and teaching

•	Curriculum entitlement and choice

•	Organising the school 

•	Beyond the classroom 

These are further expanded with illustrative 
examples in a number of publications drawing 
on research (e.g. Pollard and James 2004, 
Sebba et al. 2007).

In England, the government’s National 
Strategies, the National College for School 
Leadership, the Training and Development 
Agency for Schools (TDA) and the 

Qualifications and Curriculum Authority 
(QCA) are moving these themes forward, but 
perhaps the most influential component to 
date has been the ‘assessment for learning’, 
or formative assessment which has a strong 
research pedigree (Black and Wiliam 1998a & 
b, Assessment Reform Group 1999, Assessment 
Reform Group 2002, Black et al. 2003). The 
aim of formative assessment is for the student 
to identify where they are in relation to the 
goals of learning and then to take the action 
necessary to work towards these goals. ‘In 
this view, self assessment is a sine qua non for 
effective learning’ (Black and Wiliam 1998a, 
p26).

Citizenship education also draws attention 
to learners themselves. There is evidence 
from a systematic review into the impact 
of citizenship education on the provision of 
schooling and on learning and achievement 
(Deakin Crick et al. 2004) that student choice 
and voice are key elements of pedagogy 
appropriate for citizenship education. 
Engaging with values, becoming helpfully 
involved in the community and becoming 
politically literate all foreground the learner 
as a person and their capacity to take 
responsibility for their own learning and 
development.

Attention to the learner as a person requires 
joined up thinking by key agencies in 
education and beyond. The Children Act (DFES 
2004) is designed to do this and its five themes 
represent a range of factors and outcomes 
that should be attended to if learners are to 
take responsibility for themselves as lifelong 
learners. Putting the learner centre stage 
makes self and peer assessment a critical 
issue for both policy and practice because it 
builds upon student self awareness, student 
ownership and responsibility for their own 
learning. This review, focusing as it does 
on student self and peer assessment, builds 
on what is known by assessing the evidence 
about the impact of this process on student 
outcomes. 
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The research background

Empirical research into student self and peer 
assessment either has focused on comparing 
students’ own assessment with that of 
teachers, or with the effects on students of 
introducing self and peer assessment. This 
review is not concerned with the former but 
only with the effects, both academic and 
non-academic, on secondary school students. 
Inevitably, there is considerable interest in 
whether levels of performance are raised by 
self and peer assessment. 

McDonald and Boud (2003), in what is 
claimed to be a unique study of large scale 
introduction of self assessment across a 
range of subjects, reported positive changes 
associated with training in self assessment. In 
10 high schools in the West Indies, teachers 
were trained in self assessment practices 
and introduced these to a group of students 
studying for external examinations. Their 
performance was compared with that of 
a matched control group of students, who 
were not given training in self assessment. 
The results showed a significant difference 
between the two groups, in favour of those 
trained in self assessment, with greatest 
effect sizes for business studies and the 
humanities and least for science subjects. 

Black et al (2003) discussed how differences 
among subject disciplines may affect how 
teaching and learning take place and may 
account for the difference in impact of 
attempts to foster self-regulation through self 
and peer assessment. They reported larger 
effect sizes than McDonald and Boud but their 
intervention extended beyond self and peer 
assessment to other components of formative 
assessment such as questioning and sharing 
objectives. 

Black and Wiliam’s (1998a & b) review of 
classroom assessment included studies of 
the effect of training students with learning 
difficulties in self-monitoring. Students who 
received feedback through self-monitoring 
performed better that those who did not 
experience such feedback (Sawyer et al. 1992) 

and those with self-monitoring did better than 
those with feedback only from the teacher 
(McCurdy and Shapiro 1992). Other studies 
found positive changes due to introducing self-
scoring of tests (Masqud and Pillai 1991), and 
helping students to recognise how their self 
assessment differed from the judgments of 
others (Merrett and Merrett 1992).

Most studies reporting non-cognitive impact 
rely on self reporting but Schunk (1996) 
used a goal orientation inventory and a self-
efficacy scale to demonstrate that learned 
self assessment was an overwhelming factor 
accounting for differences in mathematical 
skills achieved, beyond those noted from the 
manipulation of goal orientation. 

Student self assessment and choice in learning 
are central themes that support the ecology 
of learning (Deakin Crick et al. 2007). A 
systematic review into citizenship provided 
evidence that student choice and participation 
in learning are key elements of pedagogy 
which support active citizenship (Deakin 
Crick et al. 2004, Deakin Crick et al. 2005). 
According to McCombs and Lauer (1997), when 
teachers derive their practices from a learner-
centred perspective, they: 

•	include learners in decisions about how and 
what they learn and how that learning is 
assessed

•	value each learner’s unique perspectives

•	respect and accommodate individual 
differences in learners’ backgrounds, 
interests, abilities, and experiences

•	treat learners as co-creators and partners in 
the teaching and learning process
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Authors, funders and users

This review is the fifth EPPI-Centre review 
carried out by the Assessment and Learning 
Research Synthesis Group (ALRSG). Current 
members of the Review Group and overseas 
advisers are listed above. The review was 
based at the Graduate School of Education 
of the University of Bristol and the work is 
shared with the School of Education of the 
University of Sussex. The joint directors are 
Dr. Ruth Deakin Crick, at Bristol and Professor 
Judy Sebba, at Sussex. Professor Wynne 
Harlen acted as a consultant. The review was 
funded solely by the contract between the 
EPPI-Centre at the Institute of Education, 
University of London, and the University of 
Bristol, on behalf of the ALRSG. The review 
was carried out by the Review Team with the 
guidance of the ALRSG with the participation 
of its members, including teacher and adviser 
members, at various stages.
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Chapter TWO

Methods of the review

Review Methods

The procedures used for searching, selecting, 
keywording, analysing and reporting were 
those of the Evidence for Policy and Practice 
Information and Co-ordinating Centre (EPPI-
Centre) and can be found in Appendix 1 and in 
the Technical Report of this review (www.eppi.
ioe.ac.uk).

User involvement

The direct involvement of users in the conduct 
of the review was through their membership of 
the Review Group. This included a secondary 
school deputy head teacher with responsibility 
for assessment, a local authority primary 
adviser and a project director of the National 
College of School Leadership. Two members 
of the group were members of the Association 
for Achievement and Improvement through 
Assessment (AAIA), another led the review of 
assessment in Wales and another was Director 
of the Learning to Learn project of the ESRC’s 
Teaching and Learning Research Programme. 
Eight of the Review Group were members of the 
Assessment Reform Group. The Review Group 
had regular contact with the DFES who funded 
this review and with the Qualifications and 
Curriculum Authority (QCA).

Users were involved in developing the protocol, 
identifying review specific keywords, reviewing 
the map of the research and identifying 

exclusion and inclusion criteria for selecting 
studies for in-depth review. They provided 
information about studies through personal 
contact and provided verification of possible 
interpretations of the emerging findings. One 
user member of the review group keyworded 
two studies.

Searching for, identifying and 
describing studies

Studies were identified from bibliographic 
databases, and through searches on full texts 
of journal publishers’ web pages including both 
current and archived journals, handsearching of 
key journals in education, citation searches of 
key authors, reference lists of key authors and 
papers, references on key specialist websites 
such as NFER, CRESST and SCRE and personal 
contacts and direct requests to key researchers 
in the area of self and peer assessment.

Searches were limited to studies conducted in a 
specific time period of 1980–2005. This starting 
date was selected so that studies in the early 
1980s of Records of Achievement and Profiling, 
developed at that time, could also be included. 
Bibliographic databases and journals primarily 
in languages other than English were not 
searched. Terms were used ‘free text’ in the 
search and all searches were recorded.

Pairs of review group members working 
independently applied the inclusion and 
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exclusion criteria and completed keywording 
and then compared their decisions. The EPPI-
Centre carried out a quality-assurance role in 
both applying inclusion and exclusion criteria 
(20 of 214) and in keywording a sample of 
studies (18 of 51 studies). All studies for which 
full texts were obtained by November 2005 
were keyworded, using both the generic and 
review-specific keywords and added to the 
larger EPPI-Centre database, REEL, for others 
to access via the website. The agreed keywords 
were used to produce the systematic map of 
the 51 included studies. 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Searching and selection of studies was guided 
by the following inclusion criteria:

•	Language of the report: Studies included 
were written in English. 

•	Types of assessment: Studies were included 
which dealt with the impact of some form 
of formative or summative assessment that 
involved students assessing their own work or 
that of their peers. 

•	Context of assessment: Studies were 
included from all curricular areas and related 
to the full range of learning processes 
including acquisition of skills and values and 
metacognition.

•	Study population and setting: Initially, studies 
were included which dealt with self and peer 
assessment procedures used by students, 
aged 4–19, in school. For the in-depth review, 
this was limited to secondary schools only.

•	Study type and study design: Studies were 
included if they reported quantitative or 
qualitative evidence of changes in students 
that could be ascribed to the self or peer 
assessment for formative or summative 
purposes. All study types were included if the 
focus was considered to be relevant. 

Studies meeting some of the above inclusion 
criteria were excluded for the following 
reasons and labelled accordingly:

A: Not self or peer assessment (excluded 
if students had no part in collecting and 
interpreting information about their 
performance).

B: Not related to education in school (excluded 
if studies were related to college students; 
higher education; nursing education, other 
vocational) and for the in-depth review, 
secondary school.

C: Not reporting impact on students of the 
process of self or peer assessment but just 
the outcome of the assessment itself.

D: Not research (excluded if not empirical 
study of particular procedures of assessment 
by teachers; also excluded if only procedure 
development were reported or description 
without report of use; excluded if handbooks, 
textbooks and reviews). These were used to 
inform background context, but were not 
included in data extraction.

In-depth review

In consultation with the funders, it was agreed 
that the priority for this review should be the 
26 studies related to secondary education. 
These were entered into EPPI-Reviewer and 
data-extracted by two people independently, 
using EPPI-Centre generic and review-specific 
questions relating to the weight of evidence of 
each study. For each study, those completing 
independent data extractions compared their 
decisions and came to a consensus by direct 
communication. Eight studies were data-
extracted by a member of EPPI-Centre staff 
for quality-assurance purposes. Judgments 
were made using the EPPI-Centre ‘weight 
of evidence’ criteria in order to ensure that 
conclusions were based on the most sound and 
relevant evidence. This included three aspects 
of each study (A, B, C) and the combination 
of these to give an overall judgement of the 
weight (D) that could be attached to the 
evidence from a particular study to answer the 
review question. 
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The criteria for assessing weight were as 
follows:

A: Soundness of methodology

Judgement of how well the study had been 
carried out was informed by the responses to 
questions about the internal methodological 
coherence during the data extraction. 

B: Appropriateness of research 
design and analysis used for 
answering the review questions

Judgement was made in relation to the extent 
to which the type and design of study enabled 
it to be used to address the specific review 
questions. This was not a judgement of the 
value of the study in its own right, but only 
in respect of how well its design enabled the 
review questions to be answered and was thus 
review-specific. 

C: Relevance of the particular topic 
focus of the study for answering the 
review questions

Judgement was made about the match of the 
study to the purposes of the review and was 
not a judgement on the value of the study per 
se. In this case, the aspect of interest was how 
well the focus of the data collected helped to 
answer the review questions. 

D: Overall weight taking into account 
A, B, and C

The judgements for the three aspects were 
combined into an overall weight of evidence 
towards answering the review questions. In 
doing this, where there was a difference of 
judgement between A, B and C, the overall 
judgement was based on the majority rating 
but with the condition that the overall weight 
could not be higher than the weight for C. 

In all four aspects, the judgement is 
dependent on the quality of reporting in 
the study in that lack of information about 
research design or methods in the report does 
not necessarily mean these were poor in the 
study itself. In all four aspects studies were 
rated high, medium or low.

The weight of evidence assessments and the 
responses to the generic and specific review 
questions in the data extraction were used as 
a basis for producing a narrative synthesis to 
address the review questions.
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Chapter THREE

What research was found?

The total number of papers screened was 
214, and 51 of those were keyworded. The 
studies were mainly from the US with English-
speaking countries totalling 45 of the 51 studies 
keyworded. Nearly all were interventions 
involving researcher manipulation. Nearly half 
of these explored relationships. There were a 
relatively small number of descriptive studies 
in this review compared to many reviews in 
education. 

Half of the studies keyworded focused 
on formative assessment and all were 
characterised by one or more forms of self 
and/or peer assessment (as expected given 
inclusion criteria). Nearly three-quarters of the 
studies reported on an aspect of attainment 
with nearly half reporting on engagement in 
learning as an outcome, in addition, or instead 
of, attainment. A smaller number of studies 
reported ‘social’ aspects of learning such as 
enjoyment, confidence to participate and social 
engagement. The two outcomes reported in the 
least number of studies are ‘well-being’ as part 
of the Every Child Matters agenda and students’ 
understanding of progression, that has emerged 
more recently as an issue in relation to progress 
in the English national curriculum. 

One fifth of the studies keyworded did not 
have a subject specific focus, in most cases 
taking a cross-curricular approach to self and/
or peer assessment. Of those that were subject-
specific, the two most frequently covered 
subjects were English and mathematics, with 
other subjects reported much less often.

The studies were keyworded in terms of three 
levels of ownership: low, where there was 
no genuine ownership by the students of the 
assessment process, medium, where students 
adopt the goals and criteria identified by 
the teacher through consultation and high, 
where students determine the goals and are 
committed to engaging in learning to achieve 
them. The studies keyworded were evenly 
distributed across all three levels of ownership, 
19 showing low levels of ownership, 14 medium 
and 18 high. In the 51 studies keyworded, 
higher levels of student ownership were 
found where both self and peer assessment 
approaches were used. This lends support to 
the view that self and peer assessment have an 
important contribution to make to the process 
of learning though what is shown here is an 
association, so no causal relationship can be 
assumed.

Summary of systematic map

From the 51 studies in the systematic map the 
following summary can be drawn:

•	Studies were undertaken in a range of 
countries but with the majority from the US.

•	Most studies were researcher-manipulated 
evaluations with just under half exploring 
relationships - for example, between 
different types of self and/or peer assessment 
and outcomes. 
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•	Most studies focused on English or 
mathematics or had no subject-specific 
focus – for example, taking a cross-curricular 
approach. 

•	Most studies reported on attainment 
outcomes with nearly half reporting on 
engagement in learning, but social aspects 
of learning were relatively infrequently 
covered. 

•	While the levels of ownership by students 
of the assessment process varied across the 
studies, higher levels were noted by the 
reviewers for the studies in which both self 
and peer assessment featured. No causal 
relationship between these factors can be 
assumed.
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Chapter FOUR

What were the findings of the studies?

Further details of studies 
included in the in-depth review

The outcomes of the searching and keywording 
confirmed that there was no shortage of studies 
in this area. More than half (16) of the 26 
studies in the in-depth review were conducted 
in the US and nearly all the studies were 
researcher-manipulated evaluations. A wide 
range of study designs was employed. Nine 
studies made comparisons between intervention 
and control groups, four of which (Kitsantas et 
al. 2004, Klein 1998, Masqud and Pillai 1991, 
Ross et al. 1998) involved random allocation 
and a further two studies (Brookhart 2001, 
Deakin et al. unpublished), had comparison 
groups. Five studies (Gregait et al. 1997, 
Marshall 1993, Powell and Makin 1994, Uselman 
1996, Young et al. 1997) only focused on one 
class or group of students. 

The overall weight of evidence was high for 
eight studies, medium for eleven studies and 
low for seven studies. The studies that were 
rated low overall are included in the synthesis 
as they have specific contributions to make to 
addressing the research questions (e.g. Carter 
1997 makes a contribution in looking specifically 
at students designated as gifted), but they are 
given less weight in the conclusions drawn. 
There was no relationship between use of 
control or comparison groups and overall 
weighting of evidence as low, medium or high 
but three of the five small-scale studies were 
assessed as low on overall weight of evidence.

Synthesis of evidence

The main characteristics of the 26 studies and 
outcomes reported are summarised in Table 
4.1. 

Three types of outcomes for pupils were 
identified from the synthesis: increased pupil 
attainment, improvements in self esteem and 
increased engagement with learning, often 
referred to in the literature as aspects of 
‘learning to learn’ or more recently ‘learning 
how to learn’ (James et al. 2006). 

Increased pupil attainment

Nine of the fifteen studies that reported 
performance outcomes noted increases in pupil 
attainment, though in one (Knubb-Manninen 
1994, low WoE) this impact was weak. Four of 
the nine studies (Knubb-Manninen 1994, Powell 
and Makin 1994, Rief 1990, Uselman 1996) 
were rated low on overall weight of evidence. 
A tenth study (Kitsantas et al. 2004, medium 
WoE) reported an increase in attainment only 
when the self evaluation included outcome 
goals. Example of the types of outcomes 
reported included language scores, science 
tests and volley-ball skills.

Five studies (four rated high, one medium 
WoE) reported no significant increase in 
attainment or performance. For example, 
Katstra et al. (1987, high WoE) found that 
writing skills measured through word counts and 
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attitude scales were no better following self 
evaluation. Two studies noted that evaluations 
improved performance whether done by the 
teacher or the student. Olina and Sullivan 
(2002, high WoE) noted highest grades on work 
at post-test for students evaluated by the 
teacher only.

Improvements in self esteem

In keeping with previous research (e.g. Marsh 
et al. 2005), self esteem was accepted in some 
studies, as a proxy for subsequent attainment, 
acknowledging that there are wide variations 
in both definitions and robustness of the 
measures of self esteem. Five of the nine 
studies reporting outcomes on self esteem 
measured this through student completed 
questionnaires, while three used self reporting 
by students through interviews. Seven of these 
nine studies (one low, five medium, one high 
WoE) reported positive outcomes. 

Improvements in learning to learn

Twenty of the 26 studies reported on outcomes 
in learning to learn. This area had both the 
most studies, and the most studies reporting 
positive findings. Furthermore, it is easier to 
report shorter term effects on learning skills 
than on attainment. Much of the data reported 
are based on perceptions of students and 
teachers. Seventeen (five high, eight medium, 
four low WoE) of the 20 studies reported 
positive outcomes on goal setting, clarification 
of objectives, increased responsibility for 
learning and/or increased confidence. For 
example, Brookhart (2001, medium WoE) 
noted that students used both summative and 
formative self assessment in their approach 
to study, transfer of learning and in self 
monitoring to positive effect. 

Four studies reported improved study skills 
in particular, relating to setting goals and 
clarifying expectations and many studies 
reported that dialogue about learning 
increased. Peer assessment was noted by 
Klenowski (1995, medium WoE) to enhance 
self evaluation and interaction, by Katstra 
et al. (1987, high WoE) and Uselman (1996, 

low WoE) to improve attitudes to learning, 
and by Powell and Makin (1994, low WoE) and 
Ross et al. (2002, medium Woe) to improve 
discussion and explanations about mistakes. 
Deakin Crick et al. (unpublished, medium WoE) 
found that while learning power increased 
following intervention, significant differences 
in outcomes emerged both between schools 
and between classes in the same school. Three 
studies concluded that learning to learn and/
or metacognition did not increase following 
self assessment. 

How do self and peer assessment 
work?

Explanations for how self and peer assessment 
might impact on pupil outcomes include 
Bruce’s (2001, high WoE) suggestion that 
expectations of learning are clarified through 
the student co-designing the evaluation 
criteria with the teacher. This is confirmed 
by Klenowski’s (1995, medium WoE) study 
in which the importance of teacher and 
student defining the criteria together is 
emphasised. Other factors that emerge 
include students developing a better grasp 
of their own strengths and weaknesses, 
becoming more accountable for their own 
learning, self and peer assessment providing a 
broader evaluation than test scores alone and 
improving the student-teacher dialogue, which 
in turn raises achievement. 

In subsequent research which addresses 
the assessment of learning dispositions, 
teachers considered these to be a necessary 
prerequisite for attainment and a vehicle for 
taking responsibility for their own learning 
trajectories (Deakin Crick 2007). By engaging 
in self assessment, students were reported 
to be developing a language with which 
to describe the processes of learning, and 
this was an important foundation for self 
awareness and ownership.
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Table 4.1 Which type(s) of study does this 
report describe? (not mutually exclusive, N=26)

Attribute Number

Description 2

Exploration of relationships 9

Evaluation: naturally occurring 3

Evaluation: researcher-manipulated 22

Summary of the results of the 
synthesis

Student outcomes

Most studies reported some positive outcomes 
including for the following:

•	Pupil attainment across a range of subject 
areas (9 out of 15 studies showed a positive 
effect)

•	Pupil self esteem (7 out of 9 studies showed a 
positive effect)

•	Increased engagement with learning, 
especially goal setting, clarifying objectives, 
taking responsibility for learning, and/or 
increased confidence (17 out of 20 studies 
showed a positive effect)

Conditions that affect the impact of 
self- or peer assessment

•	The classroom culture was related to positive 
outcomes for students. The teacher needs to 
be committed to learners having control over 
the process, and to be able to discuss learning 
and develop effective student feedback.

•	Self and peer assessment are more likely to 
impact on student outcomes when there is a 
move from a dependent to an interdependent 
relationship between teacher and students 
which enables teachers to adjust their 
teaching in response to student feedback.

•	Although no clear relationship between 
students owning the process and positive 

outcomes was established in the review, 
it does seem to be important to involve 
students in ‘co-designing’ the criteria for 
evaluation. This helps them to develop a 
better grasp of their own strengths and 
weaknesses. Students need to be aware of 
the targets they are trying to achieve, and 
these should focus on outcome not process 
goals. 

•	There were no significant differences for 
different groups of students (for example by 
gender, ethnicity or prior attainment).

•	There was no clear evidence to show whether 
peer and self assessment works better in 
some subjects than others, although limited 
evidence suggests that practice-based 
subjects may respond more immediately but 
that the outcomes are less embedded than in 
other subjects. 

Differences between self and peer 
assessment

•	No clear differences emerged between the 
effects of self and peer assessment. Self 
assessment is sometimes assumed to be 
easier than peer assessment as it makes less 
demands on dialogue between students. Some 
studies suggested that self assessment is more 
demanding, as in peer assessment students 
can learn the skills of what and how to assess 
from one another. 
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Implications

Strengths and limitations of this 
review

Potential limitations arising from the nature of 
the evidence include the type of studies and 
predominance of those undertaken in the US 
(16 studies) which may limit the transferability 
of the findings to other countries. The variation 
between the countries in particular, in the 
context of assessment systems, is likely to 
limit the potential for generalisation. Just less 
than half the studies (11) involved control or 
comparison groups but five focused on only one 
class or group of students, suggesting the need 
for caution in generalising from these findings.

A possible weakness in the studies reviewed 
relates to the very small number that sought 
consent from the participants in the research 
and the even smaller number that involved 
students in this. Only two studies (Bruce 2001, 
Goodrich 1997, both high WoE) sought consent 
from students, one also seeking consent from 
parents. A further three (Brookhart 2001, 
medium WoE; Crouch et al. 1997, medium 
WoE; Klein 1998, low WoE) sought consent from 
parents only. The other 21 studies either did 
not seek consent from anyone involved or did 
not report that they had done so. Establishing 
consent has become an increasing requirement 
within the wider frameworks on research ethics 
in recent years. Lack of coverage of consent 
may relate to the fact that the majority of 
studies in this review were published in the 
1990s (two date back to the 1980s) but overall, 

given the focus of the research on pupil 
involvement, this is a limitation.

A number of difficulties emerged from the 
studies reviewed both of undertaking effective 
self and peer assessment, and of evaluating it. 
It remained problematic to isolate specifically, 
the effects of self and peer assessment. Student 
capacity to evaluate themselves honestly was 
raised by the students as an issue in Bickmore’s 
study (1981, medium WoE). One constraint 
raised by teachers was the time needed for 
reading and assessing student comments 
(Bickmore 1981, Carter 1997). 

A limitation of the review itself was the lack of 
involvement of students in the review process. 
Given the focus of the review, this might have 
been appropriate. Other limitations include 
the possibility that studies were missed in the 
searching process and the obtaining of eight 
full texts after the cut-off date for keywording. 
Furthermore, the process of completing the 
review and publishing it means that studies 
published after November 2005 would not have 
been included in the review. While updating of 
the review can be undertaken in the future, it 
is possible that relevant studies published in the 
intervening period were not included.

Implications for policy

The policy implications are less about the 
creation of new or separate policies and more 
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about ensuring greater emphasis on self and 
peer assessment within existing policies and 
making the relationships with existing policies 
more explicit.

•	The national primary and secondary strategies 
include coverage of personalised learning 
and assessment for learning that incorporates 
aspects of self and peer assessment. It is 
clear from this review that students need to 
be taught both the skills of self assessment 
and those required to work with others if 
peer assessment is to be further developed. 
It appears that the dialogue involved in peer 
assessment in particular might be challenging, 
but that peer assessment can help develop 
students’ understanding of the requirements. 

•	Teachers need pupil self and peer assessment 
issues to be further built into both initial 
training and continuing professional 
development. Increasingly, this emphasis 
will need to extend to the training and 
staff development of other staff involved in 
integrated children’s services provision. 

•	The relationship between the outcomes 
of attainment and other outcomes such as 
‘enjoyment’ and ‘well-being’ will need to be 
clearly articulated if students are to self and 
peer assess these. 

•	There was no evidence to support targeting 
of particular age, ‘ability’ or ethnic groups. 
The diverse range of pupils that these 
studies noted can benefit from self and 
peer assessment might suggest that such 
assessment can be a helpful context for 
enhancing inclusion. Sensitivity is needed to 
protect students from negative ‘exposure’ of 
any lack of progress or difficulties.

Implications for practice

•	The review highlights the need for teacher 
commitment to learner control, developing 
a language for dialogue about learning 
and moving from a dependent to an 
interdependent relationship between teacher 
and students. Classrooms characterised 

by these processes will enable teachers 
to review their teaching in the light of 
student feedback. This is at the heart of the 
personalising learning agenda.

•	Seven studies identified the crucial need 
for students to receive some training in self 
assessment and to understand the terms and 
concepts which they are expected to use to 
assess themselves. While this has implications 
for building self and peer assessment into 
the national policies, it also suggests the 
need to build these processes into day-to-day 
activities in classrooms.

•	One study reported the influence of parents 
on pupils’ own judgements of their work and 
identified the importance of parents being 
given a broader view of outcomes beyond 
grades. While derived from limited evidence, 
it is worth considering the opportunities 
for dialogue between parent, teacher and 
student.

Implications for research

Future areas of research emerging from this 
review include the following:

•	Detailed analysis of the cognitive mechanisms 
underlying self and peer assessment and 
the relationship between these and self 
regulation

•	Comparisons of the development of self and 
peer assessment

•	Pupils’ understanding of progression and 
how this is enhanced through self and peer 
assessment

•	Developing measures relating to the Every 
Child Matters outcomes and evaluating 
the impact of self and peer assessment 
longitudinally on these wider outcomes

•	The impact of staff development in self and 
peer assessment for the school workforce
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Appendix 2: The standard EPPI-Centre 
systematic review process

What is a systematic review? 

A systematic review is a piece of research following standard methods and stages (see figure 1). A 
review seeks to bring together and ‘pool’ the findings of primary research to answer a particular 
review question, taking steps to reduce hidden bias and ‘error’ at all stages of the review. The 
review process is designed to ensure that the product is accountable, replicable, updateable and 
sustainable. The systematic review approach can be used to answer any kind of review question. 
Clarity is needed about the question, why it is being asked and by whom, and how it will be 
answered. The review is carried out by a review team/group. EPPI-Centre staff provide training, 
support and quality assurance to the review team.

Stages and procedures in a standard EPPI-Centre Review 

•	Formulate review question and develop protocol

•	Define studies to be included with inclusion criteria

•	Search for studies – a systematic search strategy including multiple sources is used  

•	Screen studies for inclusion 

o Inclusion criteria should be specified in the review protocol

o All identified studies should be screened against the inclusion criteria 

o The results of screening (number of studies excluded under each criterion) should be reported  

•	Describe studies (keywording and/or in-depth data extraction)

o Bibliographic and review management data on individual studies

o Descriptive information on each study

o The results or findings of each study 

o Information necessary to assess the quality of the individual studies 
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At this stage the review question may be further focused and additional inclusion criteria 
applied to select studies for an ‘in-depth’ review.

•	Assess study quality (and relevance)

o A judgement is made by the review team about the quality and relevance of studies included 
in the review 

o The criteria used to make such judgements should be transparent and systematically applied  

•	Synthesise findings

o The results of individual studies are brought together to answer the review question(s)

o A variety of approaches can be used to synthesise the results. The approach used should be 
appropriate to the review question and studies in the review 

o The review team interpret the findings and draw conclusions implications from them  

Quality assurance (QA) can check the execution of the methods of the review, just as in primary 
research, such as:

 •	Internal QA: individual reviewer competence; moderation; double coding

•	External QA: audit/editorial process; moderation; double coding

•	Peer referee of: protocol; draft report; published report feedback

•	Editorial function for report: by review specialist; peer review; non–peer review
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