
																																																																																																																																						 	

	

 
Are pupils able to provide effective feedback for their peers? 
 
Martin Gallacher 
 
 
Rationale 
 
Over the last fifteen years, there has been an asserted effort in Scottish education to integrate 
the use of formative assessment strategies (Bryce et al., 2013). Fundamental to this was the 
introduction of the Curriculum for Excellence (CfE), which explicitly advocates for all 
learners to be “involved in planning and reflecting on their own learning” through formative 
assessment (Scottish Government, 2008, p.27), as well as the Assessment is for Learning 
(AifL) movement, which states that both learners and teachers require feedback to help 
progress the learning (Scottish Government, 2005). It is this clear national guidance on the 
inclusion of learners in the formative assessment process which set the focus for this enquiry. 
 
Black and Wiliam (2009) describe five key strategies for formative assessment. Strategies 4 
and 5 of this model focus on the need to activate students as instructional resources for one 
another, and as owners of their own learning, while strategy 3 emphasises the need for 
feedback to be effective at progressing the learning. This is further supported by the 
Education Endowment Foundation (2020) that states that “providing high-quality feedback to 
pupils is integral to effective teaching”. 
 
 
Aims 
 
This enquiry set out to discover the effects of pupils setting their peers learning targets, or 
goals, throughout lessons, as a form of formative assessment. Although the benefits of 
formative assessment in general are well documented, research in regard to some more 
specific forms of this is sparser. This enquiry therefore looks specifically at formative 
assessment in the form of pupils setting their peers written targets in an ongoing peer 
assessment log. 
 
The three fundamental questions which were proposed by Black & Wiliam (1998) to be the 
purpose of formative assessment are: Where is the learner going? Where is the learner right 
now? How are they going to get there? These were considered when analysing the feedback 
given by the learners to their peers. The enquiry considers whether the feedback is effective 
by whether it helps provide an answer to these questions, as well as whether their work 
displays evidence that the feedback has been considered and the target worked upon by the 
learner. 
  
The focus of this enquiry was only on strategies 3, 4 and 5 described by Black & Wiliam 
(1998) – the two which consider the role of learners and peers in their own learning, as well 
as one which highlights the need for effective feedback. More specifically, this enquiry aimed 
to focus on the feedback and the results of this in terms of motivation, quality of feedback 
and effectiveness of the feedback in relation to noticeable improvements in success within a 
lesson. 
 
 



																																																																																																																																						 	

	

Methodology 
 
The process of this enquiry was conducted over a period of 4 weeks, with a class of 20 
Primary 7 pupils, aged 10-11. There was an even split between male and female pupils and a 
range of abilities within the cohort, from pupils working at early second level to those at early 
third level. For the purpose of this account, the children will be referred to as Pupils A-T in 
order to protect their identity. 
 
Mathematics was identified as the subject which would benefit most from an increase in peer 
assessment with this class and so all the lessons in this enquiry focussed on this curricular 
area. Each of the children in the class were assigned a ‘Peer Supporter’. This was another 
pupil in the class who was in their maths group and who would assess their work and set a 
target for them to work on during the remainder of the lesson and in further lessons if 
applicable. The feedback happened mid-lesson, to allow for the effects to be assessed after 
each lesson, as well as longer term over the course of the enquiry. The children were also 
given a ‘Peer Assessment Log’ in which their Peer Supporter would record their target. The 
evidence gathered for this enquiry was collected in one lesson per week, over the 4-week 
period. 
 
Throughout the enquiry, varying degrees of assistance were offered to the children in creating 
targets. In the first week of this enquiry, the children were simply asked to set a target for 
their peer after reviewing their work in the lesson. In the second week, children were 
encouraged to ensure their feedback was in the form of a target, or goal, rather than feedback 
of encouragement, such as ‘Good work’ or ‘Excellent’. In the third lesson, children were 
asked to think more closely about the success criteria, with emphasis on the importance of 
this in assessing work. In the final week, children were given examples of effective targets 
before being asked to construct their own. 
 
The evidence for this enquiry was gathered in four main forms. The first of these was the 
target log-sheet (Appendix 1) which the children completed. This was used to analyse the 
quality of feedback which the children were giving each other, with the benefit of having all 
targets next to each other for easy comparisons. The pupil’s maths jotters also served as 
evidence as these were used to consider whether the target had been met or not. On top of 
this, there was a survey (Appendix 2) at the end of the enquiry to gain an insight into how the 
children felt about peer assessment feedback. This asked two questions: 
 

• Do you feel confident setting work targets for others in the class? 
• Do you think your work improves after being set a target? 

 
The possible answers to these were ‘Yes’, ‘No’ and ‘Not sure’. Finally, simple observations 
from the teacher were also taken into consideration when considering the findings. 
 
Findings 
 
The feedback logs showed that in the first week of the enquiry, the majority of feedback 
given by the children was not in the form of targets and was more general words of 
encouragement, with only 3/20 giving workable targets. For example, Pupil C and Pupil P 
said “Keep it up!” However, there were some appropriate targets set, such as “Remember a³ 
= a x a x a” by Pupil E. In week 2, there was a noticeable increase in the number of children 
setting targets (now 14/20). While some of these were appropriate, many of them focussed on 



																																																																																																																																						 	

	

aspects not specific to the lesson, such as layout/neatness. By the third week, there were still 
some comments not in the form of targets, however, most now were (16/20) and around a 
quarter of the class were now providing targets related to the learning for that lesson. By the 
last week the number of pupils setting targets remained at 16/20, however, around half the 
class were able to set targets relating to the work, such as Pupil F who said “3 - (-4) means 3 
+ 4). 
 
Due to the lack of workable targets set in the first week, there was little evidence in jotters of 
this feedback being of benefit to the children’s learning. In week 2, despite some more 
quality targets being set, there was still little evidence in the jotters of these targets being 
worked upon. By week 3, there was some improvement in a small number of jotters in 
relation to their target. For example, Pupil M was given the feedback “Remember to add a ‘-‘ 
to your answer” and their work shows that by the end of the lesson, they were now doing this. 
In the final week, there were more jotters where progress towards achieving their target was 
evident, however, this number was still a minority of the class. 
 
The survey at the end of the enquiry returned answers to the two questions set. To the first 
question regarding whether they felt confident in setting targets, 14/20 answered ‘Yes’. To 
the second question, regarding whether they felt it improved their work, 10/20 answered 
‘Yes’. During the setting of targets throughout the enquiry, there were several points 
observed and noted by the teacher. One of these was that the Maths group who generally 
require greater support during lessons found the idea of identifying areas of improvement 
within the work difficult and showed signs of frustration. While those in the other group 
often found that their peers had made very few, if any, mistakes and as such found it difficult 
to form advice. 
 
Conclusions 
 
After analysing the findings, it was clear that the children originally struggled to differentiate 
between the general idea of feedback and the idea of setting specific goals or targets. This 
improved as the weeks went on when a greater focus was placed on this by the teacher, 
however, some children continued to struggle to identify specific areas for development. This 
lack of workable targets in the feedback meant that it did not answer the key questions of 
where the learner was going and how they were to get there. This ultimately meant that the 
quality was diminished, and the feedback was of little use to the children. In later weeks, as a 
greater emphasis was placed on the success criteria, there was a noticeable increase in the 
quality and potential use of the targets. 
 
By reviewing the jotter work, it was clear that there was no noticeable improvement in 
relation to targets which had been set for the first two weeks. In the last two weeks, there was 
some improvement in this regard but still very little improvement which could be clearly 
linked to a target which had been set. This is likely the result of the lack of quality targets 
which were being set by the children and suggests that the children were not capable of 
providing sufficient feedback without significant support from the teacher. Overall, the time 
spent allowing children to review their peer’s work and create a target does not appear to 
have been proportionately beneficial to the effect on learning. This may be due to the fact the 
children had had less experience with peer assessment within Mathematics, or possibly due to 
the time required to calculate whether their peer’s answers were correct. 
 



																																																																																																																																						 	

	

The survey gave a valuable insight into how the children felt about this type of formative 
assessment. With 14/20 in the class suggesting that they are confident in setting targets within 
Mathematics, it appears the children do believe they have some understanding of what is 
required from target setting. This, however, is at odds with the lack of quality feedback 
observed by the teacher. The fact that only 10/20 in the class suggested that they feel this 
process has helped their learning is more in line with the belief of the teacher, which is that 
feedback in this form is of little benefit to the learners. Overall, given the time taken to 
construct these targets and the struggle some children appear to have in forming meaningful 
targets, it is possible that this time could be better spent on an alternative form of assessment. 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
 
Given the limited success in the quality of peer feedback created and the subsequent lack of 
benefit to the learning, it is unlikely that peer assessment in this specific form will continue 
with this class. For future peer assessment with Mathematics, it is clear that significant work 
will have to be done with the class on how to construct effective feedback, with more direct 
reference to the success criteria essential. 
 
It is possible that this particular process would have greater success with older children, for 
example in secondary schools, however, without wider analysis across classes and schools, it 
is unclear whether this is true. This provides one possible route with which this enquiry could 
theoretically be developed further. It is also the belief of the teacher that the class are more 
able to set appropriate targets for peers during literacy, particularly in writing, where the Two 
Stars and a Wish technique is regularly used. As such, a similar enquiry focussing on the 
benefits within literacy would provide an interesting addition to this enquiry. 
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Appendix 1 

Peer Assessment Log 
 

Name:_______________________  Peer Supporter:_____________________ 

 

Date Goal/Target Notes 
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