
	

Enquiry Question:  

What happens when peer learner conversations are introduced as a method of peer 
assessment in the classroom? 

 

Name: Gemma Close 

Group: 2A 

 

Rationale:  

Curriculum for Excellence states that “success in achieving the purposes and principles of the 
curriculum is likely if pupils are helped to become actively involved in their own learning.” 
(Scottish Government, 2011). This principle is currently being piloted in my own department 
of English at Caldervale High School, where as part of the overall departmental improvement 
plan, we have been conducting formal learner conversations with pupils to later use in a pupil 
profile. Through this, pupils are able to take an active role in their own development and are 
active participants in agreeing upon their strengths and development needs. However, teacher 
to pupil learner conversations are a lengthy process which take place at two or three key 
points in the school year, whereas Building the Curriculum 5 (2011) suggests that students 
should have “regular time to talk about their work and to identify and reflect on the evidence 
of their progress and next steps”. As a classroom teacher, I do of course conduct regular, 
ongoing informal discussions with my students, however I wanted to find ways that they 
could discuss their work on a more regular basis than was already offered.  

 

However, through my reading of recent guidelines published through the Moderation Hub, 
the potential for students to talk with other students about their learning was highlighted - not 
just more knowledgeable adults (Education Scotland, 2018). This type of learner 
conversation sits comfortably under the umbrella of peer assessment, the benefits of which 
have long been discussed in academic literature, with experts such as Dylan Williams 
describing the process as “activating students as learners of their own learning … or what we 
sometimes class as activating students as teaching resources for one another.” (Education 
Scotland, 2018). It is therefore clear that it is a process which can not only develop useful 
metacognitive skills, but which can encourage deeper learner outcomes. As such, as my 
professional enquiry was centred around the possibility of using peer learner conversations as 
a method of peer assessment, the possibilities for children to have more “regular” 
conversations about their learning in the interim between teacher-led conversations became 
apparent. I felt that this could be pertinent to the work being done in my department overall, 
however, it was important to note that in asking children to take part in this kind of activity, 
we were asking them to use advanced listening and talking skills which would require 
scaffolding.   

 

Aims: 



	

The literature is clear on the potential benefits of using learner conversations, however it was 
important for me to discover if pupil-pupil learner conversations were a useful task for 
children. Therefore, the aims of this enquiry were to determine: 

 

- Whether pupils are able to use this model of peer assessment effectively.  
- If pupils find this model useful in assessing their own learning.  

 

Methodology:  

The enquiry consisted of four data collections which were taken across two lessons, in two S1 
classes who were studying the same unit on the novel Coraline by Neil Gaiman. Pupils were 
asked to peer assess two different learning activities using pupil learner conversations – a 
group discussion and a character visualiser.1 

Three types of data were then collected:  

- Pupil work consisting of worksheets that were used to support the process and record 
the learner conversations.  

- Pupil feedback  
- Personal observations of the class 

 

A mixed method approach was then used to analyse the data that was collected. This was 
achieved through a mixed method approach - conducting inductive thematic analysis of the 
pupil feedback and my own personal observations, as well as utilising a statistical approach 
by observing the answers given to a question that asked the students to rank the task in terms 
of helpfulness, ranging from four answers between ‘Very Helpful’ and ‘Unhelpful’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																													
1 A character visualiser requires pupils to draw a picture of a character from a text. Around the image, the child 
must write 5 adjectives describing the character, and identify 4 quotes about them. They then need to use their 
inference and analysis skills to explain what the quotes show them about the character.  



	

Findings:  

Pupil Feedback 

 

 

The above pie chart indicates that of the 109 responses collected across both tasks, over half 
of those who took part found the task either ‘helpful’ or ‘very helpful’. In their feedback box, 
students gave a variety of reasons for this. Many suggested that they felt more comfortable 
talking to their peers about their learning, giving comments such as “I found this helpful 
because it’s easier to talk to someone you know than a teacher”, and “it’s easier to talk to 
people my own age (about my learning)”. Others felt that it let them know what they had to 
do to improve in future tasks, commenting “It is helpful because it helps you know what you 
need to work on”, and even suggesting that they found the task motivating: “This helps me be 
more motivated to try harder to achieve”.  

 

However, around 21% indicated that they were ‘unsure’ of the helpfulness of peer learner 
conversations, while 9% believed them to be ‘unhelpful’. A number of reasons for these 
views were cited in the pupil feedback boxes, from which I was able to deduce a number of 
themes. Many participants stated that they would prefer to engage in teacher to pupil learner 
conversations, stating it was “better” or “easier” to talk to a teacher or more knowledgeable 
adult. There were a variety of social reasons cited for this, such as the fear of giving or 
receiving negative feedback – “it’s better talking to an adult cause if you said something not 
nice about your pals work you’re going to remember that” – and also feeling “shy” or 
“awkward” talking to other pupils. Other social issues presented themselves through the 
relationships between pupils - as many made statements like “I would prefer talking to 
someone that I’m close with or someone I know better”.   
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Another theme that I have identified from pupil comments has also been several students’ 
lack of confidence in their peer assessor’s ability to give them quality feedback on their work. 
One pupil commented that “some people can’t spot mistakes”, suggesting that not all pupils 
will be knowledgeable enough to provide accurate feedback. This pupil also believed a 
teacher could give more “genuine” feedback, while others raised the issue of legitimacy of 
feedback further, stating that “if they’re a friend they could be biased”.  

 

Pupils that were more likely to deem the task as ‘unhelpful’ or give negative feedback were 
those in the class who require the most support in their learning, or conversely, the most 
challenge. These were often the pupils that would comment that they would rather speak to 
an adult or teacher about their learning, with the more able often doubting the competency of 
their peers in assessing their work accurately. This could suggest that there is a direct 
correlation between ability and the success of peer learner conversations. Moreover, those 
with more complex social and emotional needs often cited poor relationships with their peers 
as a reason why they did not find the task helpful.  

 

There was also a significant difference in ratings of ‘helpfulness’ across the two tasks that 
were completed. While in the first assessment of a group discussion 72% of participants 
found the peer learner conversations ‘useful’ or ‘very useful’, in the second character 
visualiser task, this rate dropped dramatically to 48%. There are a variety of factors that could 
have caused this, one of which being the change in seating plan of one of the classes involved 
between tasks (which may have impacted on the relationships between pupils, which has 
proven to be a theme in how useful they find the learner conversations). The other variable at 
play was the nature of the learning activity which they were assessing. The first task was a 
group discussion, which required pupils to assess more visible success criteria such as the 
number of contributions to a discussion. Conversely, the character visualiser activity required 
pupils to assess more complex reading skills such as inference. Though the success criteria 
were broken down to allow the students to identify strengths and development needs, they 
may have found it easier to have written work assessed by an adult.  

 

 

Personal Observations 

From my own observations of the class, the effectiveness of the peer learner conversations to 
assess learning was very mixed. While some pupils were able to easily discuss each other’s 
learning at length, for others the process was more stilted, and required several prompts. This 
was also a task that was significantly more difficult for less able pupils to complete, 
regardless of whether they were paired with a more knowledgeable other. Moreover, I noted 
that the more knowledgeable other was less likely to receive quality feedback. Another 
significant issue was that the task proved ineffective with pupils who find talking with others 
a challenge, especially those with additional support needs such as ASD – despite the 
additional input of a designated adult.    

 



	

In concurrence with the reading I conducted regarding this topic, it became clear that in order 
to complete the task the pupils had to have a secure knowledge and understanding of the 
learning activity’s success criteria to complete the task successfully (Brown, Rust & Gibbs, 
1994). Therefore, the task required a significant amount of scaffolding – from set timers on 
the board which structured when each individual should speak and write down their feedback, 
to possible feedback phrases related to the success criteria being displayed on the board and 
modelled by myself for pupils to use and mimic. However, I did find that the majority of 
pupils completed the task with less support from other adults in the room during the second 
learning activity – perhaps because they were more familiar with the format of peer learner 
conversations by this point.  

 

Conclusions  

In conclusion to my findings, though pupils felt overall that peer learner conversations could 
be a useful method of feedback, there are a variety of factors at play that can mitigate its 
success in the classroom. Though it can give the bulk of pupils a useful opportunity to speak 
with others their own age about their learning and identify points for development, there are a 
number of considerations which can impact on its success, such as the type of learning 
activity being assessed, pupil relationships, confidence in others’ feedback and the differing 
personalities of individuals. Moreover, I have noted that it does not have as positive an 
outcome on pupils requiring challenge and extension, or those with support needs. However, 
it is important to note that there are limitations in terms of how small scale this enquiry was – 
more robust and nuanced findings could have been identified through a larger data pool.  

 

Implication for Future Practice  

In terms of this enquiry’s implications for future practice, I believe that peer learner 
conversations are a method of feedback which could prove useful for assessing pupil work 
for certain tasks. This would particularly be the case if it was firmly embedded in classroom 
practice, so that all pupils were confident and knowledgeable about how to implement the 
task effectively. However, to make it a more equitable endeavour, further research and 
professional reading would need to be undertaken to identify ways in which it could be 
implemented successfully for all pupils, regardless of ability or additional support needs. I 
believe that further research would also need to be conducted in its assessment of different 
types of learning activities in English, such as writing.  
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