Peer- and Teacher-assessment in EFL Writing Course: Marking grammar, spelling, and punctuation
Asep Suparman

School of Postgraduate

Indonesia University of Education

asep.suparman@outlook.com 

2013

Abstract

This quantitative study focuses on comparing peer-assessed and teacher-assessed scores in EFL writing course. Participants were 140 EFL students at university level in West Java, Indonesia, from which 30 samples were randomly selected. Peer-assessment, despite its potential to improve writing proficiency, is not problem-free. Students’ understanding about assessment criteria may differ from teacher’s standard. This study was therefore conducted to see whether or not the results of peer- and teacher-assessment are significantly different. The results of t-test revealed that the difference between them was statistically significant. It was also found that there was a tendency of peer-assessed scores to be higher than those awarded by the teacher.
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Abstrak
Fokus dari studi kuantitatif ini adalah untuk membandingkan nilai yang diberikan oleh teman sejawat dengan nilai dari guru dalam kelas menulis bahasa Inggris. 30 sampel dipilih secara acak dari 140 partisipan yang merupakan mahasiswa jurusan bahasa Inggris di Jawa Barat, Indonesia. Walaupun berpotensi untuk meningkatkan kemampuan menulis, penilaian sejawat memiliki kendala. Pemahaman mahasiswa mengenai kriteria penilaian mungkin saja berbeda dari standar guru. Oleh karena itu, studi ini dilakasanakan untuk mengetahui apakah hasil penilaian sejawat dan penilaian guru berbeda secara signifikan. Hasil uji t menunjukkan bahwa perbedaan di antara keduanya signifikan secara statistik. Selain itu, studi ini juga menemukan bahwa nilai sejawat cenderung lebih tinggi daripada nilai yang diberikan guru.
Kata kunci: penilaian sejawat, penilaian guru, tata bahasa, ejaan, tanda baca
Introduction


It is generally acknowledged that, along with the proliferation of learner-centered approach and collaborative learning strategy, peer-assessment has been increasingly used in higher education and has become one of increasing interests in the field of education. However, in most Indonesian classrooms, with very few exceptions, teachers appear to serve as the sole assessor. This is what provoked the conduct of this study.

Peer-assessment can be defined as “assessment practices in which peers assess the achievements, learning outcomes or performances of their fellow students” (Lindblom-Ylanne, Pihlajamaki, & Kotkas, 2006, p. 52). Peer-assessment may reflect the principles and features of active learning advocated by Piaget, andragogy by Knowles, and social constructivism by Vigotsky (see Falchikov & Goldfinch, 2000; Knowles, Holton III, & Swanson, 2005; McLeod, 2009; Paul, 2003; Topping, 1998). Commonly, peer-assessment takes place in writing course, and some research has shown its potential to improve writing, for example Crossman and Kite (2012). Lindblom-Ylanne et al. (2006) suggested that peer-assessment may serve as learning tools and excercises in which different skills are developed. Furthermore, von Elek (1985) and Benson (2001), as cited in Lim (2007), argued, while assessing their fellow peers’ writing, learners become aware of their ability, which in turn by recognizing their strengths and weaknesses, they will realize which areas they need to improve.
Topping (1998) who reviewed 109 studies focusing on peer-assessment came up with a conclusion that both peer-assessors and assessees benefited cognitively from peer-assessment process as learners actively participate in the interactions through dialogue and written comments. Along the same line, Piaget (cited in Amsel & Byrnes, 2002) claimed that intellectual advances can be promoted through social exchange.
Despite the aforementioned potentials and benefits; however, peer-assessment is not problem-free particularly because assessing writing may vary over a range of factors (Nation, 2009). Orsmond, Merry, and Reilling (1996) noted that learners and teachers may have different understanding of assessment criteria in spite of verbal and/or written briefing prior to the start of assessment process. McDowell (1995), cited in Topping (1998), reported that the accuracy of peer-feedback may not be accepted by poor performers. Some previous research found that peer-assessed scores tended to be higher than those of teacher’s (e.g., De Grez, Valcke, & Roozen, 2012; Topping, Smith, Swanson, & Elliot, 2000)). In this study, therefore, teacher-specified rubric was used to address this issue. This rubric was simplified to only include three criteria: grammar, punctuation, and spelling. In this respect, Nation (2009) suggested that the focus of assessment may be narrowed down one or two to make peer-assessment more effective. Rieber (2006), cited in Crosssman and Kite (2012), pointed out that rubric has several advantages: (a) it ensures that all papers are reviewed using the same criteria, (b) it helps students to determine, whether requisite criteria have been met, (c) it ensures a thorough review, and (d) it provides a takeaway to guide final revision.

Regarding the issue of reliability and validity of peer-assessment, Topping (1998) noted, “many purported studies of ‘realibility’ appear[ed] actually to be studies of validity” (p. 257). In this matter, Falchikov and Goldfinch (2000) made a clear distinction line as follows:
If our primary concern is the agreement between peer ratings, then we could be said to be examining reliability. If, however, we are validating students’ ratings against those of teachers as a standard, then it can be argued that our concern is with validity. (p. 288)
However, in fact, as Newstead and Denis (1990), as cited in Falchikov and Goldfinch (2000), argued that there might involve several kinds of bias when marking; that is why Topping (1998) suggested “high reliability might not be necessary” (p. 257), or to use Falchikov and Goldfinch’s (2000) words, “the main concerns of many teachers is the degree of agreement between their marks and those awarded by students” (p. 228). Thus, the present study reporting a comparison between peer-assessed and teacher-assessed scores could be deemed as an investigation of peer-assessed score validity (see Falchikov & Goldfinch, 2000). Phrased another way, the purpose of this study was to find out how significant peer-assessed scores agree with or differ from teacher-assessed scores.
Methodology


This study employed a quantitative approach and participants involved in this study were 140 EFL students attending academic writing course from which 30 of them were randomly selected as the samples. The amount of writing assessed was a single piece of writing; i.e., introduction section of students’ papers.
Table 1 Scoring Matrix for Peer- and Teacher-assessment
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Score
	1
	2
	3
	4

	Criterion
	
	
	
	

	Grammar
	More than 10 errors
	6-10 errors
	1-5 errors
	No errors

	Punctuation
	More than 10 errors
	6-10 errors
	1-5 errors
	No errors

	Spelling
	More than 10 errors
	6-10 errors
	1-5 errors
	No errors



Students received verbal and written briefings prior the assessment process, and the rubric was provided and simplified by the teacher. This rubric was made easy by only including three criteria as previously discussed: grammar, punctuation, and spelling. The scoring matrix of this rubric is illustrated in table 1.


Using the same rubric, peer- and teacher-assessments were carried out independently of each other, and the means of both peer-assessed and teacher-assessed scores were compared using a statistical t-test to find out how significant they differ from each other. A t-test is deemed as the most appropriate method of analysis since the purpose of this study, as previously mentioned, is not only to find out the difference between peer-assessed and teacher-assessed scores, but also to see the significance of this difference (see Urdan, 2005).


Having been calculated, the gathered data points were condensed and presented in forms of descriptive statistical information; i.e., in charts and tables, and were inferred as they are to be seen in next section.
Finding and Discussion


The obtained results revealed that peer-assessed scores tended to be higher than those awarded by the teacher. The comparison between them is presented in chart 1 in which, out of 30 samples, 19 peer-assessed scores were higher than teacher-assessed scores, and there is only one case wherein teacher-assessed score was higher than peer-assessed one. The rests; i.e., the scores of 10 samples awarded by peers were the same as those given by the teacher. The observed difference between means of peer-assessed scores and teacher-assessed scores is 1.3 as presented in chart 2.
Chart 1 Observed Difference Between Peer- and Teacher-assessed Scores
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Chart 2 Observed Difference Between Means of Peer- and Teacher-assessed Scores
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Table 2 presents the summary of the difference between peer-assessed scores and teacher-assessed scores.

Table 2 Summary of Peer- and Teacher-assessed Scores

	
	Peer-assessed scores (X)
	Teacher-assessed scores (Y)

	Sample size (n)
	30
	30

	Max.
	12
	12

	Min.
	7
	3

	Sum
	267
	228

	Mean
	8.9
	7.6

	Standard deviation
	1.493665
	2.298425

	Standard error
	.272705
	.419633



Table 3 shows that observed t was higher than critical t. Therefore it could be inferred that there was a significant difference between means of peer- and teacher-assessed scores. It could be argued that a statistically significant difference “does not necessarily mean that it was practically significance” (Urdan, 2005, p. 93) because the standard error of the mean was influenced by the sample size. Hence, the effect size was analyzed to see whether or not this difference was practically significant, and as it is shown in table 3 that the effect size was .474257.
Table 3 Summary of the t-Test
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	α 
	df
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	d

	2.597612
	.05
	58
	.50046
	2.000
	2.74113
	.474257


Note:
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observed t
· α 
alpha level

· df
degrees of freedom
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standard error of the difference between two means
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critical t
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standard deviation estimate for the effect size

· d
effect size


Based on Cohen’s thresholds for interpreting effect sizes (see Coe, 2002; Ellis, 2009), the effect size of .474257 was between small and medium, or phrased another way, the difference between peer-assessed scores and teacher-assessed scores was deemed practically insignificant (see table 4); however, Glass et al. (1981), cited in Coe (2002), argued that benchmarking effect sizes using terms like small, medium, and high held many risks as they pointed out that in the field of education, for instance when measuring improvement, the effect size of even as little as .1 would increase academic achievement, then it is very significant. 

Table 4 Cohen's (1988) Effect Size Thresholds, adapted from Ellis (2009)
	Small
	Medium
	Large

	.20
	.50
	.80



Since the context of the present study is in the field of education and referring to the argument of Glass et al, it can be concluded that the difference between peer-assessed scores and those awarded by teacher was significant.


Referring to the aforementioned descriptive and inferential statistical data, it could be said that the results of this study confirm the previous research finding conducted by Orsmond et al. (1996) in the way that instruction and specific assessment criteria did not help avoid differences between peer-assessed scores and teacher-assessed scores. The first is likely to be higher than the latter. Hence, this strengthens some previous works that showed the tendency of peer-assessors to overmark their fellows’ works (e.g., De Grez et al., 2012; Topping et al., 2000). On the other hand, this study is in disagreement with some previous studies that found that peer-assessed scores were relatively similar to those of teacher-assessed (e.g., Falchikov & Goldfinch, 2000; Lindblom-Ylanne et al., 2006; Matsuno, 2008).

Given that the difference between peer-assessed scores and teacher-assessed scores is significant, it could be concluded that this study found that peer-assessment is not valid (see Falchikov & Goldfinch, 2000).
Apart from the aforesaid findings, this study has some limitations particularly in the way that the assessment criteria were so simple and context specific, excluding many other assessment factors (e.g., the content of writing, students’ difficulties and enthusiasm in assessing their fellows’ works, and learning environment), that generalizations cannot be made on the basis of what this study has found.
Conclusion


This paper has reported a quantitative investigation of peer- and teacher-assessment of writing in EFL classroom in West Java, Indonesia. There were two major findings in the study: (1) There was a tendency of peer-assessed scores to be higher than those provided by the teacher, and (2) the difference between two means was significant.

These findings may result in a conclusion that peer-assessment is not valid; however, since these assessment criteria were context specific, no generalizations can be made based on these findings. Further investigation on the assessment factors needs conducting considering the scope of the study presented in this paper.
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