
Practitioner	Enquiry	
	
What is the effect of introducing an objective viewing of criteria on meeting the 
specification for national certificate standards? 
 
Karien Corrigan. 
	
Group 2H 
	
Rationale 
The ability to assess one’s self is an essential skill, both for educational attainment and 
progress in later life. The Cox Report (1989) states that learning in English should, ‘enable 
pupils to exercise more conscious and critical control over the writing process.’ Self-
assessment is a critical component for ensuring pupils have the necessary level of autonomy 
when working and learning. This is because self-assessment allows pupils to police their own 
work and gives them the skills they need to progress. This is in line with the rationale of the 
Scottish Governments curriculum, which has aims to ensure pupils develop “skills for 
learning, skills for life and skills for work” (Scottish Government 2009, p.8).  
 
E.L. Thordike demonstrated the necessity of self-assessment, to progress learning, in his 
human learning experiments. Thorndike attempted to draw a circle while blindfolded, after 
drawing for 3 days, he found no evidence of learning at the end of it. (Thorndike, 1931) 
Being blindfolded, Thorndike had no means to assess if he was making any progress or 
improving. The same can be said for pupils who are unaware of the criteria they have to meet 
– if they don’t know what success looks like, they might as well be drawing wearing a 
blindfold. Understanding what is required from them is essential for pupils to be able to 
assess their own work and ensure that they are progressing. Knowing what is expected from 
writing is vital when learning to write, at any level, as underpinned by Moss (2009) who 
emphasises the importance of, ‘models for writing.’  
 
Kierkegaard states that, ‘If anyone on the verge of action should judge himself according to 
the outcome, he would never begin. […] for he knows the result only when the whole thing is 
over, and that is not how he becomes a hero, but by virtue of the fact he began.’ Though it is 
agreed that learning is not hinged on results and there are many ways for gauging success, if 
the hero does not know what to do, he will also be unable to overcome challenges. 
Understanding what is desired allows pupils to tailor their work and learning appropriately. 
Doing this allows pupils to attain more effectively as they are made privilege to the 
knowledge of what they should do to succeed. By reinforcing these practises, pupils are 
better equipped to monitor their work to guarantee success. It therefore seemed appropriate to 
investigate what effects introducing an objective viewing of criteria on meeting the 
specification for national certificate standards. Doing this would allow pupils to create a 
criteria checklist for their work which would ultimately lead to higher levels of attainment as 
they are better able to meet the expected standards for certificate level writing. 
 
Aims  
To evaluate the impact of setting an objective understanding of the Nationalised standards in 
order to: 

• Fully develop pupils’ understanding of the SQA expectations and grading 
frameworks. 



• To improve attainment in the National 5 coursework, following prelim results, 
especially in regards to the critical essay.   

 
Methodology 
A National 5 class consisting of 15 pupils (13 5th year pupils and 2 6th year), with a range of 
additional support needs, was chosen for their work in the senior phase as they aimed to 
achieve certificate level awards at a national standard.  
 
Prior to Enquiry  
Prior to the enquiry, myself and another probationer in the department undertook a cross 
marking session to allow us to better get to grips with the grading system of the National 5 
critical essay. Though we were fully aware of the skills and techniques required for writing 
essays, we were unaware of how the grades are allocated at certificate level. We found that 
our marking of essays was off by a fair amount, yet our feedback was relevant. We looked 
over the understanding standards section on the SQA website and used this to develop our 
understanding of the critical essay requirements. This allowed us to more confidently teach 
the critical essay on the lead up to the English prelim, as well as giving us the essential skills 
for grading said prelim. 
 
Following the prelim, pupils received feedback from their critical essay, which was marked 
using the National 5 critical essay guidelines as a means to gauge their level and ability prior 
to examination. Pupils had completed a range of work and tasks focused on essay writing 
skills, yet this was their weakest outcome in the prelim. They were given both written and 
verbal feedback following their results and areas for improvement were highlighted. 
 
Week 1  
Pupils and teacher engaged in a group discussion regarding the prelim results and pupils’ 
feelings. The class held a teacher driven discussion where pupils were made aware of the 
standards and how their grades were allocated. Pupils struggled to understand the criteria. 
The pupils were then divided into pairs, resulting in 7 pairs (one group of 3) being formed. A 
National 5 level essay, sourced from the understanding standards section of the SQA website, 
was distributed to the class. The essay was on a prose text with a subject they had previously 
tackled (theme), and several members of the class had written on this subject for the prelim. 
After talking through the essay, the groups were asked to read through the marking grid and 
discuss which aspects of the essay fell in each section. They were then asked to identify the 
level in which they felt the essay lay. Pupils were then shown the SQA grade and feedback.  
 
Week 2 
Pupils, in different groups, were given another essay. They discussed the essay and were 
questioned. Recalling the work done in the previous lesson helped them consolidate their 
knowledge of ascertaining the marks. Pupils provided feedback on this essay.  Pupils then 
shared their results with the class. This was compared to the SQA feedback.  
 
Week 3 
Another essay was distributed. The text was that of a popular film – Batman. The usual 
critical essay topics they had used were replaced with new ones such as, ‘camera angles’, 
‘lighting’, ‘visual theme’ etc. They were shown that marking criteria did not alter. The class 
then delivered their marks, feedback and rationale. This was, again, compared to the official 
response.  
 
Week 4  
Pupils were given a final SQA essay. This one was the most difficult to gauge. The text was a 
drama and they proceeded to mark with no prompting, using the strategies they had learned 
earlier through the course of the enquiry. Using the knowledge, they had gained from 
marking other essays and reading the SQA responses, pupils, as a class, worked to develop 
their own essay checklist (Appendix 2). This checklist was a simplified version of the 
marking grids which pupils created to ensure they met the criteria for the National 5 standard. 



 
Post Enquiry  
Pupils used their checklist to deliver a National 5 level essay, whilst meeting all forms of 
standardisation they had learnt. The essay was conducted under exam conditions. They were 
asked to respond with how they believed they had done and their assumptions were matched 
against that of the teacher, who worked using the SQA framework. Pupils appeared more 
confident while writing essays and in their overall performance.  
  
Findings 
The addition of an understanding standards series of lessons demonstrated a clear 
improvement in the expected attainment level of a less able National 5 class. Prior to these 
lessons, the results of the learners’ attainment in the prelim sat heavily at the lower end of the 
scale.  (Figure 1). Most critical essay marks lay in, the ‘C’ to ‘D’ category, with as many as 5 
pupils receiving ‘no award’. Pupils’ felt that they did not understand what they were to do in 
regards to the critical essay and, despite their best efforts, they could not improve on this. 
 
The majority of the class could not make sense of the marking scheme when first introduced 
to it and were unaware of the nuances which were considered when marking the critical 
essay. Following the first lesson, almost half were four or more marks off the actual grade 
(Figure 2). This is a large amount of marks (a full grade range). The second collection of data 
(Figure 3) accuracy increased steadily, however, there were still some pupils who struggled 
with understanding the standards and expectations set by the SQA. By the third data 
collection the students’ accuracy was improving drastically, proving that they were 
acclimatising with the rationale of the SQA (Figure 4). The third data collection emphasised a 
strong shift in understanding and accuracy as half the pupils missed out by only one mark. 
Ultimately, the majority of pupils demonstrated a familiarity and deep understanding of SQA 
expectations. They used this understanding to develop and compose an essay checklist, 
(Appendix 2) which will be used to support study and exam practice. 
 
Pupils felt much more confident when sitting another mock-exam critical essay. They 
believed that their work was much better and assumed grades to be improved upon. They 
then marked their own essays in a manner similar to that which they had done with the SQA 
supporting standards essays. (Figure 6). They were relatively accurate with these and it 
appeared that confidence was not misplaced. The overall grades (Figure 7) indicated a 
dramatic increase with the majority of pupils attaining marks in the ‘A’ to ‘B’ category – 
something they never believed they could do.  
 
However, there was one or two pupils who showed little to no improvement following the 
enquiry. These pupils struggled with understanding much of the criteria and find writing 
difficult in general. To make improvements in such cases, a more tailored learning agenda 
must be set. 
 
Conclusion  
The critical essay component of the critical reading exam is understandably the one which 
yields the lowest results for pupils. Many pupils feel they have difficulty understanding what 
examiners are looking for and how to provide this. Though essay writing is something which 
is constantly developed through secondary English, certificate level expectations and 
processes seem an alien concept to pupils. Following the enquiry, the overall increase in 
grades were evident. The development of an essay checklist really helped pupils ground their 
understanding of essay criteria to ensure they can identify and meet said criteria. There were, 
however, pupils which this approach did not work for. This is very understandable 
considering some of the barriers to learning faced by some pupils in the class. Though there 
was some clear success with many of the pupils in the class, the approach lacks 
differentiation and may not be accessible to all. 
 
 
Implications for Future Practice 



 
Certificate level summative assessments usually have a set and strict criteria which must be 
met. However, the critical essay component has a more fluid and harder to pin down marking 
criteria. For pupils to attain they must meet a variety of expectations. What I found was that 
simply informing pupils of the requirements was not enough. Pupils had to develop a more 
solitary and nuanced understanding of the standards. By implanting an understanding of 
standards in pupils’ minds, through a reinforced process of working to gain understanding of 
standards, they are able to better understand the requirements of the SQA. Post enquiry, this 
has impacted my pupils by allowing them to become independently aware of the learning 
process, itself, as well as the expected outcomes. 
 
When teaching the critical essay, in future, I will reinforce the learning and rationale of the 
work I do through the use of standards. Understanding what the qualifications body desires 
has been a great benefit for myself as a teacher of the curriculum and so, should, in turn, 
benefit pupils if they are also made privy to this information. Though basic essay writing 
skills are developed throughout the course of the secondary English curriculum, pupils 
commonly struggle to ensure they meet the criteria during an exam. I will aim to reinforce the 
criteria in the minds of my pupils so that they enter an exam with a checklist of requirements 
solidly implanted in their heads. I feel this will better help them attain at a national certificate 
level. As I continue to do this, I will engage in more research and aim to develop this 
approach through differentiation, in order to make it more accessible for all pupils. 
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Figure 1 
Before Enquiry: Pupils' Critica Essay Prelim Grades 

(15 Individuals). 
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Figure 2  
First Data Collection (7 Pairs) 

 

On	grade		

1	mark	off.	

2	marks	off	

3	marks	off	

4	marks	off	

4+	marks	off	



On	grade		
0%	1	mark	off.	

23%	

2	marks	off	
22%	

3	marks	off	
22%	

4	marks	off	
11%	

4+	marks	off	
22%	

Figure 3  
Second Data Collection (7 Pairs) 
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Figure 4 
Third Data Collection (7 Pairs) 
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Figure 5 
Fourth Data Collection (7 Pairs) 
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Figure 6 
Pupils' Grading For Own Essay (Second Essay) 
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Appendix 2. 
Critical Essay Checklist.  
	 

Structure.	 
• Introduction.		
• Main	Body	1.		
• Main	Body	2		
• Main	Body	3		
• Conclusion.		

	 
Introduction.	 

• Name	of	text.		
• Name	of	the	author/poet/playwright.		
• Rephrase	the	question.		
• Short	summary	of	text.		
• Some	information	on	the	text.		
• The	features/techniques	the	essay	will	look	at.		

	 
Everything	you	will	write	in	your	introduction	can	be	broken	

down	into	3	categories:	 
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Figure 7 
After Enquiry: Pupils' Critica Essay Prelim Grades (15 

Individuals). 
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Address	the	question	 
Context	 

Techniques	you	will	use	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
Main	body.	 

• Topic	Sentence	(what	your	paragraph	is	about)			
• Context	(Background	to	your	quote)			
• Evidence	(The	quote	itself)			
• Analysis	(Meaning	of	the	quote	and	its	significance	to	the	
question)		
• Comment	(Comment	on	how	the	text	would	impact	the	
reader/how	a	person	would	feel	about	what	has	happened	in	it.)		
• Refer	(Refer	back	to	original	question	and	link	to	text	as	a	
whole)		
• Main	body	paragraphs	should	develop	an	argument	
using	2	pieces	of	evidence,	i.e.	2	quotes.		

	 

Conclusion.	 
• Address	the	question			
• Context			
• Techniques	you	have	used		
• Something	nice	to	end	it	on		

	 
	


