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Abstract 

 

With the growing need for post-secondary education to develop students’ employability skills, 

educators often create authentic learning environments that require authentic assessments.  Peer 

assessment has been used successfully in a variety of higher education contexts and disciplines 

and has proven to positively impact learning, particularly when used in a formative fashion.  It 

does, however, present administrative challenges for instructors.  This research project examined 

student perceptions of the use of formative peer assessment in the development of employability 

skills and investigated the use of a discussion forum in Desire2Learn to facilitate the process.  

Third year legal studies students at a mid-sized college participated in the project and viewed 

peer assessment as a positive learning experience.  There was a high level of acceptance of peer 

assessment being a fair way to grade an individual’s contribution to a group project.  In addition, 

there was a noticeable increase in student confidence levels in both their ability and their peers’ 

ability to provide feedback.  Students preferred using an online tool to submit and access peer 

feedback, and there was a substantial savings of time with respect to managing the process as 

compared to a previous iteration of peer assessment used by the researcher.  
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Peer Assessment of Employability Skills 

 

Ontario’s public colleges play an important role in the post-secondary education scheme.  

Originally established in 1965 to serve local communities, colleges were created to bridge the 

educational gap that existed for those who had needs beyond the secondary school system, but 

who chose not to pursue a university education (Watson, 1971).   While universities functioned 

primarily as teaching institutions and research facilities, colleges were more narrowly focused on 

preparing individuals for employment (Clark, Moran, Skolnik, & Trick, 2009).  Almost 50 years 

later, Ontario’s colleges have undergone significant transformation.  Though they still serve the 

communities in which they exist, their reach extends beyond community borders to serve 

students provincially, nationally, and internationally.  The range of credentials that can be earned 

at colleges has expanded to include post-graduate certificates and applied degrees.  Partnerships 

with industry have created corporate training and research functions, and partnerships with 

universities have resulted in greater accessibility to higher education (Colleges Ontario, 2013; 

Durham College, 2013).  Yet, through all of this change and transformation, the focus of a 

college education, whether a certificate, diploma, or degree, has remained—developing 

individuals who possess the skills to secure and maintain employment in workplace 

environments that are ever changing (Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities, [MTCU] 

2005).   This focus is in large part responsible for my desire to pursue a research project directed 

at the development of employability skills. 

My motivation for designing and implementing learning that is experiential and 

collaborative was influenced primarily by my own personal experience, both as a learner in a 

post-secondary environment and as an employee in the workplace.  With respect to my formal 

education, I experienced traditional post-secondary education at both the college and 

undergraduate university level.  In terms of my informal education, I experienced a wide range 
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of professional development workshops, seminars, and conference sessions.  Apart from targeted 

training that was meant to enhance the technical skills required to meet my employment 

responsibilities, the bulk of my learning—whether formal or informal—occurred as a result of 

trial and error, reflection and correction, and observing and modeling professionals in my field.   

In reflecting on all of those learning experiences, the ones that taught me the most valuable and 

enduring lessons were those that demanded that I perform in a real world context with real world 

consequences.  Because of this, I seek to replicate those experiences in my practice as a full-time 

college instructor in a legal studies program, and I am guided by the principles and assumptions 

that underlie adult learning theory or andragogy.  I am fortunate to teach courses where my 

approach to learning compliments today’s demand for students to have a diverse skill set.   

The need to focus higher education on employability skills is formally recognized 

through program standards and curricula (MTCU, 2005), educational frameworks (Partnership 

for 21
st
 Century Skills, 2007), and industry research (Bloom & Kitagawa, 1999).  Essential 

employability skills (EES) are articulated in all Ontario college program standards published by 

the MTCU (2005), and are defined as “skills that, regardless of a student’s program or discipline, 

are critical for success in the workplace, in day-to-day living and for lifelong learning” (p. 15).  

They include communication, numeracy, critical thinking and problem solving, information 

management, interpersonal, and personal skills.  Each of these skill categories is further 

articulated; for example, interpersonal skills include teamwork, relationship management, 

conflict resolution, leadership, and networking abilities.  According to the Conference Board of 

Canada’s Employability Skills 2000+ profile (Bloom & Kitagawa, 1999), such skills can be 

classified as follows:  fundamental—those that are needed as a basis for further development; 

personal management—those that drive one’s potential for growth; and team work skills—those 

that are  needed to contribute productively to a team or project.  With the need for employability 



PEER ASSESSMENT OF EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS 

 

7 
 

skills firmly established by business, industry, and research, and with colleges responding to the 

need through clearly established EES learning outcomes, educators are faced with the question of 

how best to structure learning environments and evaluations for these often subjective skills 

areas. 

One way to address this is to create authentic learning opportunities and assessments that 

simulate experiences students are likely to encounter in their work environments.  Wiggins 

(1989) characterized authentic assessment as evaluations that are challenging, complex, and 

contextualized that require collaborating with others and exercising judgment against pre-

determined criteria.   Sluijsman, Dochy, & Moerkerke, (1999) supported the need for authentic 

assessment noting that “assessment practices might be more defensible if they could bear some 

relationship to the ways in which…professional work is assessed in actual working environments 

and the situation in which knowledge is used” (p. 311).   Group- or team-based learning affords 

educators the opportunity to create authentic learning environments and assessments, and peer 

assessment has been used in such learning environments in a variety of disciplines and contexts 

(Gielen, Dochy, & Onghena, 2011).  Peer assessment has been credited with improving student 

engagement, domain-specific knowledge, and learning outcomes (vanZundert, Sluijsman, & van 

Merriënboer, 2010; Willey & Gardner, 2009), increasing student confidence (Vickerman, 2009), 

and developing judgment skills (Topping, 2009).  Using peer assessment to evaluate group 

processes and the behaviours and contributions of group members can help support the 

development of employability skills (Tillema, Leenknecht, & Segers, 2011).  However, Wiggins 

(1989) acknowledged that authentic assessment is not without its challenges, and Lombardi 

(2008) identified several barriers to implementation such as the time required to monitor and 

instruct students, particularly in classes with large enrolments that are typical in higher 

education.  In addition, research concludes that having frequent cycles of assessment and 
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qualitative feedback as part of the peer assessment process is critical to its effectiveness (Liu & 

Carless, 2006; Luxton-Reilly, 2009; Sluijsman et al., 1999; Tillema et al., 2011; Willey & 

Gardner, 2010) yet these features present teachers with administrative challenges.  Attempting to 

collect, share, and manage the volume of information generated by peer assessment without an 

effective mechanism to facilitate it, may lead teachers to avoid peer assessment altogether or rely 

on peer assessment tools and processes that lack the qualities that make them effective (Luxton-

Reilly, 2009).   Several web-based peer assessment tools have been developed for grading a 

specific product and some have been created for use in group and team based learning, but there 

are far fewer of these types of tools and a corresponding lack of research on their use and value 

in education (Luxton-Reilly, 2009).   

This research paper explores the use of peer assessment in the context of a complex and 

innovative course evaluation model.  More specifically, it examines third year student 

perceptions of the value/usefulness of technology supported formative peer assessment in the 

development of employability skills.  In addition, it considers the use of a standard higher 

education Learning Management System (LMS) to facilitate the peer assessment process.   
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Literature Review 

 

 In addition to examining the theoretical framework for the research, this section will also 

provide background information for decisions that were made regarding the peer assessment tool 

and process utilized for the project. 

  

Theoretical Framework 

 

 Malcom Knowles, considered by many to be the father of andragogy, suggested that 

learning is a process where the learner is at the center of the process and the teacher is on the 

periphery, providing guidance and resources as appropriate (1977).  Those who subscribe to 

andragogy accept that there is an “obligation to do everything one can to help a learner become 

increasingly self-directive in his or her learning” (Knowles, 1977, p. 207).  Knowles articulated a 

number of underlying assumptions about adult learners distinct from the assumptions upon 

which the education of children, pedagogy, had been predicated.   These include a learner’s need 

to know why they are learning what they are learning, their concept of self, prior experiences 

they bring to the learning environment, their readiness to learn, their orientation to learning, and 

their motivation to learn (Knowles, 1984).  A common theme to these assumptions is the context 

dependent nature of adult learning.  In essence, adults move towards learning that is relevant and 

performance based as their need for education/learning is often driven by the practicalities of 

their lives.  This can include everything from acquiring skills and knowledge for their career, to 

managing the challenges and problems they face in navigating their day to day lives (Knowles, 

1977).   

The concepts and themes inherent in andragogy are in keeping with the original focus of 

a college education: preparing individuals for employment.  A wide range of instructional 
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theories and strategies have evolved and been employed in an effort to address the different 

needs of adult learners.  These include but are not limited to active, cooperative, problem-based, 

situated, collaborative, and experiential learning.  While these approaches to education are not 

new, they are becoming increasingly popular as governments, post-secondary institutions, and 

adult educators recognize that in order to be successful and competitive, students must possess 

both the technical skills and knowledge specific to their profession, and the transferable skills 

and knowledge required to interact effectively with co-workers, think critically, and solve 

problems (Bloom & Kitagawa, 1999; Government of Ontario, 2012;  Sluijsman et al., 1999; 

Tillema et al., 2011).   Experiential and collaborative learning offer the potential to support the 

development of both the vocational and transferable skills colleges seek to cultivate in students.   

Experiential learning is defined as “a philosophy and methodology in which educators 

purposefully engage with students in direct experience and focused reflection in order to increase 

knowledge, develop skills, and clarify values” (Association for Experiential Education, n.d.). 

As I will illustrate below, the benefits of experiential learning are well documented in the 

literature.  In addition to increasing student engagement and motivation which often leads to 

better retention of subject matter, experiential learning can provide real world context in a safe 

environment that does not exact real world consequences, thus facilitating the transition from 

classroom to workplace (Lee, 2008; Marlin-Bennett, 2002; Millenbah & Millspaugh, 2003; 

Wright, 2000).   Collaborative learning requires students to go beyond merely working together 

to achieve a specific task or goal.  It “means that students are responsible for one another's 

learning as well as their own and that reaching the goal implies that students have helped each 

other to understand and learn” (Dooly, 2008, p. 21).   Collaborative learning has been reported to 

produce many of the same academic benefits as experiential learning but offers additional social 

benefits.  These include developing better interpersonal relationships, identifying and addressing 
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gaps in learning with the support of peers, and improved confidence levels as a result of problem 

solving through discussion (Herkert, 1997; Liao, 2014; Willey & Gardner, 2012). 

With different approaches to learning come challenges, and in moving away from 

individual learning and towards learning that is collaborative, implementing assessments that 

reflect this collaboration is needed (Tillema et al., 2011).   Peer assessment helps foster a student 

centered, performance based approach to learning that encourages student interaction (Beaman, 

1998) and is in keeping with the goals and benefits of experiential and collaborative learning 

noted above. 

 

The Case for Peer Assessment: Opportunities and Challenges 

Topping (2009) defines peer assessment as “an arrangement for learners to consider and 

specify the level, value, or quality, of a product or performance of other equal-status learners” (p. 

21).  According to Luxton-Reilly (2009), peer assessment is not new and in fact, has been in use 

in education for over 50 years. Peer assessment has been shown to have a positive impact on 

learning (Topping, 1998) and a wide range of benefits related to the use of peer assessment is 

well documented in the literature.  Some of these benefits include increased team cooperation 

and commitment, improved professional skill development, greater student engagement (e.g., 

Willey & Gardner, 2009; Willey & Gardner, 2010), enhanced subject knowledge, increased 

learner autonomy (Vickerman, 2009), more effective learning and reduced teacher workload 

(Rushton, Ramsey & Rada, 1993).  In addition, it has been shown to provide teachers with a 

more accurate assessment of how group members perform (Cheng & Warren, 2000) than simply 

grading the finished product of a group effort.   

Working in groups provides students with opportunities to demonstrate employability 

skills and behaviours; however, assessing those skills and behaviours can be challenging because 
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it involves a degree of subjectivity, requires an opportunity to observe individuals in the midst of 

performing their tasks over a period of time, and demands an ability to make judgments about 

performance against established criteria (Tillema et al., 2011).  Peer assessment positions 

students to look critically at themselves in the context of working in a group and to learn from 

the feedback of others (Sluijsman et al., 1999).  Effective employment performance reviews 

incorporate feedback from multiple raters (e.g., supervisors, co-workers, clients) and occur at 

regular intervals so that the information gathered can be used to effect performance 

improvements (McShane, 2006).  Thus, peer assessment reflects how students will be evaluated 

in their careers in an authentic manner and is well suited to collaborative environments (Liu & 

Carless, 2006; Sluijsman et al., 1999; van Zundert et al., 2009).   

Evidence suggests the feedback element of peer assessment is the most valuable to 

student learning, lending support to using peer assessment formatively (Liu & Carless, 2006; 

Sluijsman et al., 1999; Topping, 2009 and Xiao & Lucking, 2008).   Vickerman (2009) and 

Welsh (2012) noted that students preferred peer assessment to be used formatively and to involve 

both written feedback and opportunities for discussion to be of value.  Based on my review, there 

appears to be limited research on student perceptions of formative peer assessment’s impact on 

the development of essential employability skills. 

A number of studies involving peer assessment have been conducted to confirm the 

validity and reliability of grades arrived at by peers versus expert markers (Bastick, 1999; De 

Graz, L., Valcke, M., & Roozen, I., 2012; De Wever, B., Van Keer, H., Schellens, T., & Valcke, 

M., 2011; Falchikov & Goldfinch, 2000; Pare & Joordens, 2008; Ryan, Marshall, Porter, & Jia, 

2007; Xiao, Y. & Lucking, R., 2008).  The focus of such research is the grading of a product 

such as a piece of writing, an oral presentation, or a design project and rarely addresses 

assessment of the interpersonal dynamics of working in a group.  In an attempt to address grade 
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validity and reliability concerns in a group setting, some scholars have sought to determine how 

best to assess an individual’s contribution to a group project using peer assessment (Baker, 2008; 

Cheng & Warren, 2000; Fellenz, 2006; Freeman, 1995; Jin, 2012; Johnston & Miles, 2004; 

Kench, Field, Agudera, & Gill, 2009).  This work has resulted in useful guidelines for teachers 

utilizing teams to produce a specific artifact that must be graded, but although assessing the 

product of a group effort can be important, assessing the skills and behaviours demonstrated 

while working in the context of a group helps support student learning and address essential 

employability skills in a more concrete way (Tillema et al., 2011; van Zundert et al., 2010; 

Willey & Gardner, 2010).   In addition, the motivation for some educators in using peer 

assessment is to develop interpersonal skills and higher order thinking skills such as critical 

thinking and problem solving.  Rather than questioning the validity of grades from peers versus 

experts, examining how students use insights from peer feedback to improve their skills, 

question their perceptions and solve problems would be a more relevant exercise for those who 

value assessment for learning (Tillema et al., 2011). 

 

Meeting the Challenge: Design and Technology 

Many of the concerns associated with the use of peer assessment such as the perceived 

fairness and accuracy of grading, the ability of students to interpret and apply grading systems 

and provide qualitative feedback, and student commitment to the process can be addressed by 

involving students in the design of the assessment, providing training and exemplars, ensuring 

that qualitative feedback exists, and supporting the process with discussion and guidance (Liu & 

Carless, 2006; Luxton-Reilly, 2009; Ploegh, Tillema, & Segers, 2009; Sluijsman, et al., 1999; 

Tillema et al., 2011; Willey & Gardner, 2010).  Students who work closely with each other often 

have more knowledge than the teacher of how each person in the group performed and are thus 
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well positioned to provide specific, qualitative feedback (Boud, 1986; Cheng & Warren, 2000; 

Fellenz, 2006).      

 Though careful design can address some peer assessment concerns, other concerns such as 

working with large class sizes, having frequent cycles of assessment, sharing qualitative 

comments (Liu & Carless, 2006; Vickerman, 2009; Welsh, 2012)  and giving peer assessors 

anonymity (Thompson & McGregor, 2009; Pare & Joordens, 2008) present challenges that 

cannot be as readily addressed (Luxton-Reilly, 2009; Pare & Joordens, 2008). As illustrated 

below, researchers have used technology in an attempt to meet these challenges in some 

disciplines and contexts (Luxton-Reilly, 2009; Pare & Joordens, 2008; Willey & Gardner, 

2009;Willey & Gardner, 2010).     

In his review of online tools that support peer assessment, Luxton-Reilly (2009) noted 

that even though there were a number of tools available and some were highly configurable, the 

majority were created by instructors in computer science for use in computer science courses 

(Luxton-Reilly, 2009) making them inaccessible to other disciplines.  Most were used to evaluate 

specific artifacts with little to no focus or emphasis on group work processes and qualitative 

feedback making them inappropriate for assessing the group process and employability skills that 

are the focus of this study (see p. 6).    The context and discipline specific nature of many of 

these tools limit the scope of available research (Hamer, et al., 2011; Luxton-Reilly, 2009) and 

suggest that further innovation and research are required to find and implement tools that are 

user-friendly and adaptable across disciplines and contexts (Luxton-Reilly, 2009). 
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Summary 

Adult learners want learning experiences that are relevant to their needs and they bring a 

wealth of experiences with them to the learning environment.  Experiential and collaborative 

learning offer adult learners the chance to integrate their experiences and engage actively with 

their peers in real world contexts.  These more active learning strategies demand authentic 

assessments that help adult learners develop employability skills to support the transition of the 

adult learner from the classroom to the workplace.  Peer assessment has proven to be a 

worthwhile and meaningful assessment tool for students working in teams and groups.  Gaps in 

the literature suggest that there is room for further exploration of the use of formative peer 

assessment in higher education, particularly in the context of working in groups.  Additionally, 

most of the literature focuses on grading an artifact, such as an essay versus assessing less easily 

quantified employability skills and behaviours such as initiative, teamwork, reliability, and 

problem solving.  Finally, there is limited information available on technology to support the 

peer assessment process that is not domain or context specific.  The aim of this research project 

was to determine whether or not students perceived formative peer assessment facilitated via a 

LMS as contributing to the development of essential employability skills.  A further aim of this 

project was to evaluate a web-based peer assessment tool that was neither context nor discipline 

specific.  The following questions were used to guide this research project. 

1. What influence does technology supported formative peer assessment have on student 

perceptions of the value of peer assessment:  

a. in the development of employability skills? 

b.   to their learning? 

2. What impact does utilizing an online tool have on the process of collecting data and 

administering the peer assessment process for teachers?  
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3. How does utilizing an online tool influence student participation and perceptions of the 

peer assessment process?  

4. How does utilizing an LMS influence student participation in discussions in support of 

the peer assessment process? 
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Method 

 

Context of Study – Course & Students 

 

 This study was conducted with students taking a three-year legal studies advanced 

diploma program at a public community college in Southern Ontario.  In the final semester of the 

program, students are required to take a career preparation course that is focused on 

organizational communications and behaviour.  It is a 14-week, 42 hour course delivered in the 

context of a traditional, face-to-face classroom setting; however, the course itself is not a 

traditional lecture format.  Students attend a full complement of classes over a three-day 

compressed school week followed by two days of field placement.  By the time students enter 

the career preparation course, they have completed over 200 hours of field placement in a legal 

environment under the direct supervision of legal professionals. Legal environments include 

everything from law firms, banks, and insurance companies to provincial courts and municipal 

legal departments.  Legal professionals may include lawyers, paralegals, law clerks, and legal 

assistants.  In addition, students have experienced peer assessment in a summative fashion in a 

communications course I teach them in the first year of their program where they are required to 

work in small groups to make a presentation supported by a written report. 

The class is structured to simulate an organization and I, as their professor, function as 

the manager while the students function as employees.  There are 13 committees, ranging in size 

from three to five students, which work together to plan, organize and stage two events over a 

four month period.  The first event is a career fair that brings potential employers on campus for 

recruiting and networking purposes; it occurs at week eight of the semester.  The second event is 

an appreciation luncheon for employers who have provided field placement opportunities; it 

occurs at week 13 of the semester.  Committee work  involves participating in a wide range of 

activities such as coordinating and attending team meetings, completing weekly reports, 
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communicating both inside and outside of the classroom, interacting with external partners, and 

completing tasks specific to the team’s purpose.  Some teams are responsible for the production 

of a product such as a resumé booklet for employers or job resource booklet for classmates. 

Some teams are responsible for the completion of a task such as raising funds or recruiting a 

guest speaker. 

Students are invited to apply for positions on various committees, (e.g., budget, catering, 

registration) by submitting their resumé to me with a list of their top three committee choices in 

rank order.  A number of factors are considered when placing students on committees including 

whether or not they submitted a resumé (while a majority of students submit a resumé, some do 

not), the skills required for the committee, the number of people required for the committee, and 

student friendships in an attempt to ensure that students have at least one person on their 

committee they feel comfortable working with.  For example, if Student A applies for the budget 

committee and has related experience, they will secure a position on the committee.  If Student B 

does not submit a resumé but is friends with Student A, that student may be considered for the 

budget committee if there is a position available.  As a result, some committees have members 

who are very familiar and comfortable with each other while others may have members who 

have never worked together before, not unlike a work environment.  In almost all cases, each 

student has at least one person on their committee who they have worked with previously.  This 

process takes place prior to the start of the semester and students are informed via email of their 

committee placement before formal classes begin.   The committees remain in place and must 

function for the entire 14-week semester.  The course has both individual and group assessments.  

Though participation in the study was voluntary, participation in the peer assessment process was 

not voluntary as providing professional feedback to peers is an important part of the learning 
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experience in this course.  Peer assessment accounted for 10% of each student’s term grade with 

other committee work accounting for 20%. 

 

Context of Study – Researcher/Teacher 

 I have taught at the post-secondary level for 15 years and have worked exclusively with 

the students in this justice studies program for 13 years.  I teach all four of the communications 

courses in the program and one introductory law course.  By the time students register for the 

legal career preparation course, they have been taught and evaluated by me in four courses over a 

two-year period.  I am comfortable using technology in the classroom and I am a relatively 

robust user of the Learning Management System (LMS) utilizing it to post material (text, video, 

web links), make announcements, conduct online quizzes, post grades, send email, create rubrics, 

and accept assignment submissions.  However, I had very little experience using the Discussion 

Forum prior to this project.  In addition, the college had only recently switched from WebCT to 

Desire2Learn (D2L) giving me approximately 18 months of experience working in the D2L 

environment.  The college had an excellent faculty innovation centre with two full-time D2L 

support people who were readily available to me should their expertise be required. 

 

Participant Recruitment 

 A total of 50 students were registered for the career preparation course.  Students were 

informed of the study in-person and electronically via email and via D2L.  In-person contact 

occurred in November 2013 during a voluntary information session and again in January 2014 

during the first week of classes.  Electronic contact occurred via email and via the News Tool 

and Content Modules in D2L the first week of January 2014.  If students have their course 

notifications set up in D2L, they receive instant messages when a news item is posted in the 
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News Tool.   Courses in D2L are typically accessible to students one week prior to the start of 

the semester.  All students were invited to participate in the study and participation was 

voluntary.  Students were randomly assigned a Student Identification Code (SIC) at the 

beginning of the course via a card inside a sealed envelope to allow students to maintain 

anonymity.  Once students opened their envelopes, they were asked to record their SIC in a 

secure location, place the card in a new envelope, seal the envelope, and sign their name across 

the seal.  The SICs were collected and retained by me, and in the event a student forgot the SIC 

at any time during the semester, the envelope could be returned while maintaining their 

anonymity.  The SIC was used for the pre- and post-course surveys and for online discussions.   

 

Peer Assessment – Content & Cycle 

Students received one hour of formal instruction related to performance assessment 

practices in professional work environments and participated in the design of the peer assessment 

tool that was used in the course. Performance assessment practices discussed included 

Management by Objectives, 360 Degree Feedback, and Behaviourally Anchored Rating Scales.  

Peer assessment tool design was facilitated through an in-class activity where students were 

instructed to develop five criteria related to employability skills and a ratings scale with rating 

descriptors.  Students were provided with the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities’ 

definition of employability skills.  The tool design followed industry related performance 

evaluation systems that are based on Behaviourally Anchored Ratings Scales (Smith & Kendall, 

1963).  Students worked in their designated committees for a period of one hour which was 

followed by 30 minutes of discussion.  I gathered all of the committees’ suggestions, reviewed 

the criteria for common themes and the scales and descriptors for common features, and drafted a 

peer assessment tool.  The draft was circulated to all students and discussed in class prior to 
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being confirmed for the peer assessment process, giving students the opportunity to decide if the 

tool adequately addressed their input from the class work session.  In addition to the 

employability skills criteria, there were two comment sections on the tool.  One section required 

students to make a comment relating to something positive team members were doing and one 

section required students to make a constructive comment to help team members improve their 

employability skills (Appendix A).  The peer assessment tool contained features such as drop 

down menus for quick and easy ratings to be entered and was saved as a Word document.  A 

student’s ratings were averaged to arrive at a grade for each student. 

The peer assessment process required each student to complete the peer assessment tool 

for each of their committee members.  Peer assessment took place at weeks four, eight, and 

twelve of the semester for a total of three assessments over the 14-week period.   

 

Peer Assessment - Process 

 It was my goal to use a tool that would allow students to complete the peer 

assessments anonymously, submit them electronically, and access them independent of 

me.  D2L did not have a peer assessment tool that met my requirements and after 

consulting D2L support staff on campus, we determined that the only feature that could 

meet my requirements was the Discussion Forum.   

 First, each committee member was enrolled in a group within D2L (see Figure 1).  Next, 

a Discussion Forum was created for the peer assessment. Within each forum, students were 

added as Discussion Topics (see Figure 2).  Thus, there were 50 Discussion Topics within each 

forum.  D2L allows a Discussion Topic to be restricted to specific groups; in this manner, I could 

place students (a.k.a. Discussion Topics) together so that they only had access to members of 
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their committee (see Figure 3).  This process only had to be completed once and the forum could 

be quickly and easily copied for rounds two and three. 

 

Figure 1. Enrollment of individuals in a group in D2L 

 

Figure 2. Student view of discussion forum with students appearing as topics 

 

Figure 3.  Group restrictions option for discussion forum. 
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In order to participate in the peer assessment process, a student would complete the peer 

assessment tool for each member of their committee, go to the Peer Assessment Round 1 

Discussion Forum in D2L, attach the peer assessment, select anonymous so their name as the 

assessor was not visible to their peers (posts default to public), and post the form (see Figure 4).    

 

Figure 4.  Student view of discussion topic to post peer assessment form 

 

If, for example, a student had four people in total on their committee, they would make three 

postings.  When the process was finished, each person on the committee would have three peer 

assessment forms with three grades as a result of the rating scale and ideally, three positive 

comments and three constructive comments relating to their employability skills (see Figure 5).   
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Figure 5.  Student view of assessments from their peers. 

 

On average, it would take students 10 to 15 minutes to complete one round of peer assessment.   

To assist students with the process, students were provided with the following resources: 

a. A brief screen capture instructional video posted under Content in the Peer Assessment 

module in D2L (http://screencast.com/t/anROpfVd9mzh); 

b. A PDF document complete with written instructions and screen capture images of each 

step of the process (see Appendix B);  

c. A live demonstration in class; and 

d. A discussion forum for general “how to” questions. 

D2L allows for customized instruction to be added to any Discussion Forum thus students were 

reminded of these resources in the Discussion Forum and received verbal reminders in class. 

Students were given a five-day window to complete and post their peer assessments and 

received electronic reminders via the News Tool.  They could view a peer’s assessment of them 

as soon as it was posted and were advised to download the assessment as the Discussion Forum 

http://screencast.com/t/anROpfVd9mzh
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was closed shortly after the peer assessment submission deadline.  If any student needed to 

access their forms after the deadline, it was a simple matter of giving that student access for a 

specified time period as D2L allows instructors to create special access for individual students if 

required.   

 

Surveys 

Prior to publishing and circulating the survey to students enrolled in the course for the 

2013/2014 academic year, an email was sent to students who had completed the course in the 

2012/2013 academic year inviting them to review the pre- and post-course surveys and to 

provide feedback regarding the questions (see Appendix C).   Though the 2012/2013 students 

had participated in peer assessment as a summative evaluation tool, I felt that they were well 

positioned to consider whether or not the survey questions would solicit the intended data 

providing a measure of face validity.  A total of 57 students were enrolled in the 2012/2013 

course and 18 students provided feedback on the pre- and post-course surveys. 

Participants who volunteered for the study were asked to complete an online pre-course 

survey in the first week of the course, the primary purpose of which was to gather data on 

student perceptions of peer assessment as a tool for developing employability skills.  At the same 

time, data were gathered to gauge student perceptions of the technology being used to administer 

the peer assessment, and background information on the survey participants was also gathered.  

The survey contained 19 Likert scale items, 7 multiple choice questions, and 4 open ended 

questions.  Eleven of the questions gave students the option of adding a comment to provide 

further explanation if they felt it was warranted (Appendix D).  

Participants who volunteered were asked to complete an online post-course survey in the 

14
th

 week of the course, the purpose of which was to gauge any change in student perceptions as 
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a result of having participated in the formative peer assessment process.   The post-course survey 

consisted of 20 Likert scale items, 2 multiple choice questions, and 4 open ended questions.  

Eleven of the questions gave students the option of adding a comment (Appendix E).   One 

additional Likert scale item was included that specifically addressed using the LMS which would 

not have been relevant in the pre-course survey.  Demographic information that was collected in 

the pre-course survey was not repeated in the post-course survey accounting for the reduction in 

the number of multiple choice questions included in the post-course survey.   

If a student wished to withdraw from the study, they simply closed the survey prior to 

completion.  Incomplete surveys were excluded from the study.  Surveys were administered via 

Survey Monkey (2014), an online survey tool, with students using the SIC to maintain 

anonymity.   
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Results 

 

Participant Profile 

 

 Background information on participants was collected on the pre-course survey.  Of the 

19 students who completed the survey, 84% were female and 16% were male.  Participation by 

gender closely reflects the breakdown of the enrolment in the course of 90% female and 10% 

male.  A majority (58%) of the students ranged in age from 21 to 25 years, with the next largest 

group (32 %) ranging in age from 26 to 30 years and the smallest number of participants (10%) 

falling into the category of less than 21 years. Twenty-six percent of the participants came 

directly from high school, 42% took time off to work prior to starting college, 21% had partially 

completed post-secondary before coming to this program and 21 % had fully completed other 

post-secondary education before coming to this program.  Regarding previous experience with 

job evaluation processes, 63% had been evaluated in a work environment through a formal 

process, 53% had been evaluated through an informal process, 21% had evaluated others in their 

capacity as a co-worker or supervisor through a formal process, 5% had evaluated others through 

an informal process, and 16% had never participated in a performance evaluation process in a 

work environment.   

Of the 50 students invited to participate in the study, a total of 13 completed both the pre- 

and post-course surveys.  The data and descriptive analysis that follows is based on those 13 

surveys. 
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School & Work Context 

 When asked if they had positive experiences with peer assessment in general, 84% 

indicated agreement or strong agreement on the post-test, with the exception of two participants 

who indicated disagree.  There appeared to be a shift in agreement from 62% on the pretest.   

 Both of the respondents who indicated that their experiences with peer assessment were 

not positive also indicated a lack of confidence in their peers’ ability to make specific, 

constructive comments on their performance on the post-test after either agreeing or indicating a 

neutral position on the pretest.   Further, when asked if peer assessment was a fair way to grade 

an individual’s contribution to a group project, one student indicated disagreement and the other 

strong disagreement on the post-test.   Their experience with peer assessment in the context of 

the career preparation course seemed to confirm their dislike for peer assessment in an 

educational context. 

 Students were asked if peer assessment helped them communicate their expectations to 

group members and understand their peers’ expectations of them.  Pretest and post-test responses 

were identical in both cases with 69% indicating agreement or strong agreement.  There was a 

shift towards stronger agreement on the post-test.  Research confirms that involving students in 

the design of the peer assessment tool is viewed favourably with respect to being a fair 

assessment tool and giving them ownership of the process (Liu & Carless, 2006; Tillema et al., 

2011).  Students were asked to indicate the importance of involving them in the design of the 

tool.  As shown in Table 1 students felt much more strongly about being involved in designing 

the peer assessment tool after they completed the peer assessment process.  
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    Table 1  

     Student Perceptions of Importance of Inclusion in Peer  

                Assessment Design 

 

Question:  It is important for students to be involved in 

developing content for the peer assessment tool that will be 

used (e.g., criteria, ratings, scale, etc.). 

  Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

Pretest 15% 69% 8% 8% 0 

Post-

test 

62% 31% 8% 0 0 

 

When asked if peer assessment was a fair way to grade an individual’s contribution to a 

group project, 62% chose agree or strongly agree on the post-test.  This represents a shift in 

agreement from the pretest where only 31% of the respondents indicated agreement.  One 

student chose strongly disagree and as noted above, this student appeared to have a less than 

favourable experience with the peer assessment process, both in the context of this course and in 

previous educational experiences.   

 Because of the unique structure of the legal career preparation course, one of the goals is 

to help students make connections between the peer assessment process and the performance 

assessment process utilized in the professional work environment they will be entering upon 

graduation.   Students were asked if they understood how peer assessment relates to the work 

environment.  Though pretest and post-test agreement was identical with 92% indicating agree or 

strongly agree, there was a shift in agreement with 53% indicating strongly agree on the post-test 

as compared to 23% on the pretest. 

 Interestingly, when asked if peer assessment was a valuable way to develop 

employability skills, there was a shift in agreement on the post-test with 46% choosing agree as 

compared to 62% on the pretest.  Those who shifted moved from agreement to a neutral position.   
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For reference, each indented quote in this section is taken from the responses of individual 

students; paragraph breaks connote a quote from a different student. 

As long as the students provide constructive feedback, and not just 

negative feedback. (post-test comment) 

 

I feel that this assessment would have been a little more realistic if all 

members that were in a group were from different friend groups. (post-test 

comment) 

 

Confidence & Comfort 

 On Question 7 regarding students’ confidence to fairly assess their peers’ employability 

skills using a ratings scale, all students indicated agree or strongly agree but, with the exception 

of one student who chose disagree on the post-test, there appeared to be a shift towards stronger 

agreement as indicated in Table 2.   

I believe being able to make specific comments on my peers' employability 

skills is more helpful than using a rating scale—you can provide examples 

of specific events, and embellish on why they may or may not have a 

certain skill. (pretest comment)  

 

After getting to know my peers and working with them for a longer amount 

of time, I feel I was better able to assess their abilities, etc. (post-test 

comment) 

 

I often find it difficult to fairly assess my peers even though it is 

confidential. It can sometimes be easy to find out who said what by the 

group dynamics. For example if the group has members that are friends it 

is easy to decipher what was said.  (post-test comment) 

 

 On Question 8 regarding students’ confidence in making constructive comments about 

their peers’ employability skills, a majority indicated agree or strongly agree on the post-test 

with the exception of one student who chose disagree and two students who neither agreed nor 

disagreed.  Even though a majority were in agreement, there was a lower level of agreement on 

the post-test.  
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[Making] Constructive comments can be difficult when the person has 

provided nothing but positive contributions. (post-test comment) 

 

On Questions 9 and 10 regarding students’ confidence in their peers’ ability to assess 

them using a ratings scale and to make constructive comments about their employability skills 

respectively, Table 2 illustrates a substantial shift towards agreement in the post-test.   

 

Table 2 

 

Confidence in Self and Peers’ Ability to Assess Employability Skills 

 

 Confidence in SELF Confidence in PEERS 

 Confidence in my ability to fairly 

rate my peers using a ratings scale 

Confidence in my peers’ ability to 

fairly rate me using a ratings scale 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Pretest 15% 85% 0 23% 54% 23% 

Post-test 46% 46% 8% 77% 15% 8% 

 Confidence in my ability to make 

constructive comments for peers 

Confidence in my peers’ ability to 

make constructive comments for me 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Disagree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Pretest 23% 77% 0 38% 54% 8% 

Post-test 15% 62% 8% 62% 23% 8% 

 

On Question 28 regarding students’ level of comfort participating in a peer assessment 

process that was anonymous, comfort levels were extremely high both pre and post-test at 92% 

and 100% respectively with a majority indicating strong agreement.  On Question 29 regarding 

students’ ability to provide honest, constructive feedback anonymously, confidence levels were 

quite high with a considerable shift towards strong agreement from 38% in the pre-test to 62% in 

the post-test. 

The student who indicated disagree on the post-test for Questions 7 and 8 appeared to 

lose confidence in her ability to rate her peers after participating in the peer assessment process, 

moving from agree in the pretest to disagree in the post-test; however, she gained confidence in 

her peers’ ability to rate her moving from a neutral position on the pretest to agree on the post-
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test for Questions 9 and 10.  She expressed concern in both Questions 7 and 8 on the post-test 

noting   

I would hate to have my peers figure out that I made a constructive 

comment towards their work ethic and have to deal with the awkward 

tension for the rest of the semester.  

 

Interestingly, she indicated that in general, she had positive experiences with peer assessment 

both pretest and post-test and chose not to answer the pretest question that gave students the 

opportunity to note any concerns they might have about the peer assessment process.  In 

addition, she indicated strong agreement in both the pretest and post-test for Questions 28 and 29 

in relation to her comfort and confidence in providing anonymous feedback to her peers.  This 

student had no experience with performance assessment in a work setting. 

 

Learning & Feedback Preferences 

 On Questions 11, 12, and 13, students were asked how they learn best and given three 

different types of peer feedback to choose from including constructive comments on 

performance, examples to explain how improvements could be made, and discussion with peers. 

As Table 3 indicates, pretest and post-test results were virtually identical. 

          Table 3 

          Student Perceptions of Learning by Type of Feedback  

 Examples Discussion Comments 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Agree Strongly 

Agree 

Agree 

Pretest 38% 46% 62% 54% 38% 31% 

Post-test 31% 46% 61% 54% 46% 23% 

 

 Question 20 asked students to note their preferences for receiving feedback aimed at 

helping to improve their employability skills.  There was a change in feedback preference from 

the pretest to the post-test.  For Question 21, concerning student preferences for giving feedback 
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to their peers, there was a shift in preference, though not as strong a shift as indicated for 

receiving feedback as evidenced in Table 4. 

    Table 4 

    Student Preferences for Feedback by Type—Giving & Receiving 

Receiving Feedback—Preferences  

 Comments Examples  Ratings Scale 

Pretest 38% 54% 8% 

Post-test 85% 15% 0 

Giving Feedback—Preferences  

 Comments Examples Ratings Scale 

Pretest 38% 54% 8% 

Post-test 54% 23% 15% 

 

In both the pretest and post-test, giving and receiving a numerical rating against pre-established 

criteria rated much lower in helpfulness and preference with only 8% of students selecting this 

type of feedback respectively.  One student made the following general comment about giving 

and receiving feedback: 

If all I read are negative comments, this will for sure breed tension. I 

believe it is best to speak to the person face-to-face and not hide behind a 

peer assessment. I think it would be a good idea to incorporate a way to 

respectfully speak with your group members on what they thought about 

the assessment and clear up any miss communications so they don't carry 

forward to the next assessment (post-test). 

 

Technology & Peer Assessment 

 Prior to the career preparation course, none of the respondents had used an online tool for 

peer assessment.  When asked if they preferred using an online tool for peer assessment, there 

was agreement on the post-test with 46% indicating strongly agree and 31% indicating agree.  

This compares with a total of 38% indicating agreement on the pre-test.  The respondent who 

disagreed appeared to have a negative experience with peer assessment in general. 
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 Regarding comfort using the LMS D2L in general, 92% chose agree or strongly agree on 

the post-test.  Students were asked if they were confident in their ability to use the Discussion 

Tool in D2L as this was used to facilitate the peer assessment process.  Students appeared to feel 

more confident prior to using the tool for peer assessment as 69% indicated strong agreement on 

the pretest and only 38% indicated strong agreement on the post-test.  Overall, 85% of students 

indicated agreement or strong agreement on the post-test.  One student chose strongly disagree, 

and again, this was the student who did not appear to benefit from the peer assessment process. 

 When asked whether or not their participation in the peer assessment process was 

influenced by D2L, the majority did not feel that it did.  One participant found using D2L 

frustrating and commented on her inability to access her assessments in spite of the instructional 

resources that were provided.  Two participants expressed concern over using D2L as they did 

not feel the process was anonymous—two others commented positively on D2L. 

I found it confusing and frustrating at times using the discussion tool. I did 

not know how to view my own assessments without creating a post first. I 

didn't end up reading my own assessments because of this. If there is a 

more straight forward way of posting and viewing assessments that would 

also help. I do not feel that the discussion tool was the most effective way 

of doing this. 

 

I found it was not anonymous and therefore it was hard to be honest. 

Unless everyone is posting the assessments at the exact same time it is 

easy to figure out who is the author. 

 

I liked having the peer assessment online through D2L. It was something 

that I checked daily and made sense to use it for the peer assessment. I 

found it challenging to receive my first round of assessments as I didn't 

completely understand the process, but once it was explained to me by a 

peer, I was fine. 

 

D2L made it a lot easier to do the peer assessment which is a driving 

factor in why people participated. 
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Peer Assessment – Roses & Thorns 

 The potential benefits and drawbacks of peer assessment are well documented in the 

literature (Liu & Carless, 2006; Pare & Joordans, 2008; Ploegh et al., 2009; Sluijsman et al., 

1999; Tillema et al., 2011; Willey & Gardner, 2010).  Students were invited to comment on what 

they liked most about peer assessment and what they liked least about it.  Not surprisingly, many 

of the things noted were in keeping with the existing literature. 

 When reviewing what students liked the most, comments that appeared frequently 

included gaining insight from how others perceived their contribution, being able to improve as a 

result of specific feedback, providing feedback to others to help motivate them, creating peer to 

peer accountability and being awarded based on performance.  Comments were consistent from 

the pretest to the post-test.  A sampling of typical comments appears below. 

I can see the feedback (good or bad) about myself and if it’s good, well 

that’s fantastic I can bump my game up to get a 'great' next time. If my 

score is 'bad' then I know my weakness, and in that I can strengthen that 

and try harder. 

 

I can see an honest reflection about how my peers view me, which I can 

then use to alter, or improve, as the case may be, my employability skills. 

 

It gives me the opportunity to explain to others where they can improve in 

a professional way, as well as where I can improve. 

 

It is a fair way to grade, it also holds you more accountable to your group, 

which for most would create more motivation. 

 

Knowing that your peers will be grading you and providing specific 

comments on your performance forces people to act more cooperatively 

than if the group all receives the same mark that is based on the final 

product alone. 

 

 In terms of what students liked the least, comments that appeared frequently 

included letting personal bias negatively influence the assessment instead of actual 

performance, providing feedback that might cause tension or retaliation, lacking the skill 

or maturity to properly assess a peer and having ratings without feedback to explain the 
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ratings.  Comments were consistent from the pretest to the post test.  A sampling of 

typical comments appears below. 

I don't like that there is the potential for personal grudges or judgments 

that are unrelated to the group work to be unjustly used when making the 

peer assessments. 

 

Those that may not put any real thought into the feedback given, and on 

the other end of the spectrum those that are very particular and much too 

harsh with their feedback. 

 

I don't like that some people may not evaluate their group members based 

solely on their performance. I am afraid that some may evaluate others 

based on their personal opinion of them. 

 

You don't always know why you received the grade you did. 

 

 On the pretest, students were invited to share any concerns they might have prior to 

embarking on the peer assessment process.  Nine of the 13 respondents chose to comment.  The 

vast majority of concerns focused on fear of personal bias impacting the assessment process.  As 

these students were in the final semester of a three year program, they had developed social 

relationships and had prior group work experiences that some felt had the potential to negatively 

influence a person’s grade. 

My concerns are that my peers may not necessarily like me or be my 

friend. That being said, this could affect the assessment given on me. 

    

These things shouldn’t matter, but I see it in this course, that some people 

look out for each other just to get good marks, and not basing it on proper 

skills and strictly evaluate. 

 

I am concerned that they will use their personal opinion against me. My 

main concern is personal biases being reflected in peer assessments – 

people not ‘beginning’ at a neutral stage; any problems from previous 

courses are ‘brought into’ this course, which could reflect the mark they 

provide.  

 

The next biggest concern centered on people not being in a position to accurately evaluate their 

peers. 
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My concerns are, if those individuals who are assessing me do not show 

up to class, how will they be able to accurately tell me what I can improve 

on? 

 

My concern is that some of the time when these type of evaluation you 

receive information from those that really do not put the effort forth to 

evaluate properly. 

 

If a group member is never there, how can they accurately grade me? 

That the feedback from students who do not actively engage in the group, 

or are not present for group discussions are given the same weight as 

those who were. 

 

The Last Word 

 Students were invited to make any additional comments about peer assessment and the 

development of employability skills.  No comments were made on the pretest, but the following 

comments were made on the post-test. 

I feel that if the groups were given time in class to respond and review 

each assessment and discuss in person the results it would be a more 

valuable experience. The anonymity makes commenting less stressful, but 

it also makes people less accountable for their criticism. I think having 

face to face discussions with the group members would directly apply to 

the development of employability skills because in working environments 

criticism is not likely anonymous and we need to know how to accept and 

respond to such criticism in person without the benefit of hiding behind a 

computer screen and anonymously posting. 

 

A couple group members were best friends and confronted the other group 

members about their comments in the assessment from round 1. It made it 

impossible to be honest in the following 2 rounds. 

 

As a school simulation I think the assessment is as good as it can be. Due 

to the nature of school in can be more difficult to coordinate sending each 

other work for review with people having home lives and job lives that can 

create scheduling issues. And certain group members could just not 

communicate outside class time at all. Whereas in the workplace you will 

probably all be reliably in the same building at the same time so a group 

can work together with much more ease and you would all be focused on 

workplace tasks as they are why you are together in the first place, and 

not just randomly thrown into a class together because you happened to 

take the same program. Overall, I think the committee work was a nice 

sample of trying to imitate what it is like in a real legal environment.  
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Discussion 

 

 Teachers often construct learning environments and create learning experiences that they 

hope will allow their students to achieve learning outcomes in ways that are meaningful and 

valuable in the eyes of their students.   Though the connections between experiences and learning 

may not always be complete and immediate for students, teachers hope that students will 

eventually make those connections.  Sometimes, they may make the connections upon reflection 

days or weeks later; other times, they may make the connections when confronted with a similar 

situation.  The objective of this research project was to explore student perceptions of the 

learning experience – in this case, formative peer assessment – in the development of their 

employability skills.  Ultimately, I was hoping to gain insight that would help me shape course 

design and assessment   Not surprisingly, everything did not go according to plan.  In this 

section, I will address my research questions, explain issues that arose in the course of the 

project, and identify future areas for research. 

 Anecdotally, students frequently identify not understanding what is expected of them, 

being able to communicate questions and concerns to their employer and making mistakes on the 

job as being at the top of their list of concerns.  My personal observations having taught students 

in this justice studies program for the past 14 years are that most of them simply lack the practice 

or have received insufficient feedback to know with some degree of certainty that they are ready 

for entry level employment in their field.  One of the important functions of peer assessment in 

several of the courses I teach is to address the gap between what the students have the skill to do 

and what they have the confidence to do.   
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The Value of Peer Assessment & Developing Employability Skills 

Knowles (1984) acknowledged that learners bring a wealth of prior experiences to the 

learning environment that makes the education of adults different from the education of children.  

Not all of those experiences are necessarily positive and in some cases, those experiences may 

mean that there are potential biases being brought to the adult learning environment.  Because 

prior experiences, both negative and positive, can influence future experiences, I wanted to 

gauge how participants in this research project viewed peer assessment in general before 

embarking on the course.  On the pretest, 62% of the students agreed that they had positive 

experiences with peer assessment and 31% were neutral suggesting that the likelihood for prior 

experiences to negatively influence the participants’ perceptions was quite low.   Given that 

agreement rose to 84% on the post-test, it would appear that peer assessment was, in general, 

well received by the students. 

 The term “employability skills” includes a wide range of skills.  For the scope of this 

project, I wanted to focus on employability skills that could realistically be addressed through 

peer assessment over a 14 week period and that made sense in the context of the course the 

students were taking and the committee work they were going to be a part of.  The peer 

assessment tool was designed by the students and encompassed the following employability 

skills areas: attendance, communication, work contribution, teamwork, and personal 

responsibility/accountability (Appendix A), all of which are identified in the Conference Board 

of Canada’s Employability Skills 2000+ profile (Bloom & Kitagawa, 1999) and in the MTCU 

(2005) program standards.  Involving students in the design of the peer assessment tool gave 

them the opportunity to decide what criteria they felt was important in terms of employability 

skills and to communicate this to their peers well in advance of actually working with each other.   
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The pre- and post-course surveys focused on student perceptions of peer assessment as a tool for 

learning and assessment, and for developing communication skills and confidence.   

 

Research Question 1 

What influence does technology supported formative peer assessment have on student 

perceptions of the value of peer assessment: 

a.  in the development of employability skills? 

b. to their learning? 

After completing the peer assessment process, students reported having a better 

understanding of how peer assessment related to the work environment and agreed that peer 

assessment helped them both communicate and understand work expectations.  In addition, 

students felt a greater level of confidence in using ratings scales to assess their peers’ 

employability skills.  This suggests that using peer assessment in a simulated work environment 

helps students feel better able to make connections to the work environment.  Though it cannot 

be assumed from this that students will perform better in a work environment, it may help them 

transition more confidently to the workplace.  Students were less confident with their ability to 

make constructive comments on their peers’ employability skills after participating in the peer 

assessment process (77% post-test as compared to 100% pretest).  The discrepancy between 

pretest and post-test confidence levels may be the result of students lacking experience and thus, 

the ability to accurately judge their capacity to provide written feedback.  Having to actually 

perform the skill in a realistic setting may have given them a better appreciation of what the skill 

involves, thus a more accurate picture of how adept they are in providing feedback.  This is not 
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entirely surprising given that only 21% of participants reported having experience evaluating 

others at work through a formal performance evaluation process.   

On the pretest, students were invited to detail any concerns they had going into the peer 

assessment process.  There appeared to be considerable concern regarding the potential for peers 

to let personal bias negatively influence their assessment.  In addition, several students were 

worried that their peers lacked the skill to accurately and fairly assess their employability skills.  

The following comments were typical of the fears expressed: 

That people will take things personally or provide opinions rather than 

constructive feedback. 
 

That college students may not be mature enough to put aside their 

personal feelings and give bad reviews based on dislike of people. 

 

These misgivings were reflected elsewhere on the pretest when students were asked to 

rate their confidence in their peers’ ability to assess them using a ratings scale – 23% 

agreement – and to provide constructive comments on their employability skills – 38% 

agreement.   On the post-test, however, there was a considerable shift in agreement from 

23% to 76% and from 38% to 62% respectively.  This suggests that student fears were 

perhaps unfounded and that students felt the assessments they received were 

representative of their efforts.   This result, combined with the increase in self-confidence 

to assess peers allows for the possibility that students developed their ability to 

communicate effectively, which is an important employability skill.  

 In spite of compelling shifts in agreement in a number of areas related to the 

development of employability skills from the pretest to the post-test, when asked directly 

if peer assessment was a valuable way to develop employability skills, agreement 

dropped slightly from 77% to 61% on the post-test.  It is possible that this can be 

attributed to students not making the connection between doing things in the course that 
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encouraged the development and demonstration of employability skills – working in 

teams, making decisions, solving problems, communicating with each other, managing 

time and tasks – and participating in the peer assessment process.   They may have seen 

working in groups as being a valuable way to develop this skill set, but not the actual 

process of evaluating the group work, i.e., peer assessment.  The ability to accept and 

provide feedback in a constructive manner is, in and of itself, an employability skill 

(Bloom & Kitagawa, 1999), and peer assessment that incorporates qualitative comments 

gives students the opportunity to practice and develop that skill. Several studies indicate 

that well designed peer assessment processes include providing appropriate training for 

students and having discussions to support the process (Tillema et al., 2011; van Zundert 

et al., 2010; Willey & Gardner, 2010).  If the lower post-test agreement is due to a failure 

to make connections, training throughout the entire process may help rather than only 

providing training at the beginning of the course.  In addition, in-class and online 

discussion that might have helped students make connections did not unfold as planned 

(see Research Question 4 for details). 

 With respect to peer assessment and learning, students felt strongly that written 

comments were more helpful to their learning than discussions with their peers.  In 

addition, a majority preferred to give and receive feedback in the form of constructive 

comments related specifically to their performance.  This finding is in keeping with 

studies where students found comments to be more helpful than grades and supports the 

inclusion of qualitative comments in the design of the peer assessment process (Liu & 

Carless, 2006; Patton, 2012; Ploegh et al., 2009; Tillema et al., 2011; van Zundert et al., 

2010; Willey & Gardner, 2010).  It has been suggested that having students grade or rate 

the quality of the comments received from peers can positively impact the peer 
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assessment process in terms of student engagement and commitment, and the value of 

comments made by peers to future learning (Bloxham & West, 2004; Pare & Joordens, 

2008).  This would be an interesting modification to the formative peer assessment 

process used for the career preparation course and an area for further study.  In their 

review of studies utilizing peer assessment for learning, Tillema et al. (2011) sought to 

identify criteria for quality assurance in the design of peer assessment.  They found very 

few studies that focused on the criterion “providing guidance and feedback” (p. 30), yet 

several studies allude to this being both necessary and valued (Liu & Carless, 2006; 

Patton, 2012; Ploegh et al., 2009; Tillema et al., 2011; van Zundert et al., 2010; Willey & 

Gardner, 2010) suggesting another area for exploration. 

 

Technology & Peer Assessment 

 In spite of all of the benefits of peer assessment, one substantial barrier to its use 

is the administrative time required to manage the flow of the feedback process 

(Ballantyne, Hughes, & Mylonas, 2002).  Even if teachers are convinced that peer 

assessment is a valid and valuable form of assessment, they must deal with the practical 

reality of time constraints.   Though a number of web-based peer assessment tools have 

been developed and utilized in higher education, finding one that fit all of my 

requirements proved to be challenging.  In addition to needing something that would 

allow for anonymity of assessors, multiple cycles of assessment, and minimal teacher 

intervention, I wanted something that would not add cost for the students and that did not 

require students to create unique identifiers or register personal information.  Most 

importantly for me, I needed reliable technical support in the event that I encountered 

issues during implementation.  I investigated two products that appeared to be very robust 



PEER ASSESSMENT OF EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS 

 

44 
 

and customizable: peerScholar (Pare & Joordans, 2008) and SPARK
PLUS

 (Willey & 

Gardner, 2009), and one that was free, iPeer, but was unable to utilize these products for 

a variety of reasons including cost, accessibility and technical support.  In order to make 

peer assessment more accessible across disciplines and contexts than many of the web-

based tools currently on the market, I wanted to find a way to use the college’s LMS and 

after consultation with college support staff, the decision was made to use the Discussion 

Forum in D2L. 

 

Research Question 2 

What impact does utilizing an online tool have on the process of collecting data and 

administering the peer assessment process for teachers?  

 The only source of data for this question was my own personal experience using 

peer assessment before embarking on this project and comparing that to my experience 

using D2L.  Prior to this experience, I had very little knowledge of peer assessment and 

had used it only once in a formative fashion.  In addition, I had limited knowledge of the 

LMS.  The process at that time involved students submitting completed peer assessments 

via the assignment tool in the college’s LMS (at the time, WebCT).  I was the only one 

with access to the assignment tool which meant I had to cut comments and ratings from 

several individual Microsoft Word documents, paste them into one document and then 

email the document to each student to preserve the assessor’s anonymity.  I had 60 

students in my class and students were in groups of 4 which resulted in 180 individual 

forms being submitted, reviewed and edited for re-distribution.  This process delayed the 

immediacy of the feedback and was very time consuming and labour intensive.  As a 

college teacher, I had over 180 students in three different courses and no teaching 
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assistants, thus all course work and evaluation rested with me.  When the semester was 

over, I suspected that I spent far more time managing the process than the students spent 

reading and using the feedback and thus, did not repeat the experience.  Instead, I used 

peer assessment where appropriate in a summative fashion as I still valued peer 

assessment as a learning experience.  Doing this cut down on the administrative workload 

associated with using peer assessment; however, the group work experiences where peer 

assessment was used occurred at the end of the term.  Students would submit the 

assessments via the LMS assignment tool, but assessments were used to arrive at a grade 

for an individual’s contribution to the group project and were never distributed to the 

students directly.  I had solved the problem of administrative workload at significant cost 

to the learning.  

 These experiences, coupled with a review of articles that addressed quality criteria 

in peer assessment, led to the peer assessment process design that was used in this 

project.  There are three important things that using the discussion forum in D2L 

achieved that are in keeping with quality design considerations for peer assessment.  It 

allowed students to submit assessments anonymously, to make qualitative comments, and 

to access their peers’ feedback immediately without any intervention on my part.  When I 

reflect on the administrative work required of me for the two formative applications of 

peer assessment I have experienced, there is no comparison; using the Discussion Forum 

in D2L was a fraction of the work for me.   

 Because this was the first time using peer assessment in this fashion, it required a 

small investment of my time, approximately 1 hour, to create the instructional video and 

text-based instructions.  In addition, I met with college D2L support staff for a total of 

three hours to work through the process and learn how to set everything up in the 
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Discussion Forum.  The one thing I had not thought through in advance was how I would 

review all of the peer assessment forms to calculate the grades students had given each 

other using the ratings scale (see Figure 6).  When documents are submitted through the 

assignment Dropbox in D2L, instructors can download everything into one zip file for 

quick and easy access via Microsoft Windows file management.  This was not the case 

for the Discussion Forum.  Each form from each student in each of the three rounds of 

assessment had to be downloaded, opened, and recorded.   This was not a difficult task 

requiring a high level of technical skill, but it did take time.  It took approximately one 

hour per round of assessment to achieve this for a total of three hours.  This was still less 

time than in my previous iteration of formative peer assessment; however because one of  

 

Figure 6. Peer assessment tool rating scale. 
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the objectives of this project was to lighten the administrative workload, I may eliminate 

peer to peer grading on employability skills and instead, have a peer assessment tool that 

is entirely comments based (see Figure 7).  Then, I would have students rate the 

helpfulness/quality of comments their peers make with respect to their employability 

skills.   This will require further investigation to determine whether or not peer to peer 

grading can be accomplished within the D2L environment without teacher intervention, 

and whether or not a grade or Likert-type rating of peers’ comments, coupled with 

appropriate training and discussion, might be more effective in terms of assessment for 

learning and in reducing administrative workload. 

 

Figure 7. Proposed peer assessment tool using comments. 
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Research Question 3 

How does utilizing an online tool influence student participation and perceptions of the peer 

assessment process?  

 Because grades were associated with peer assessment, it is likely that students would 

have participated regardless of whether or not the process was paper-based or online.  In fact, a 

majority of students did not feel that using an online tool influenced their participation in the 

process.  Though grades were involved, some students did not submit peer assessments for all 

three rounds.   Given the group configurations, if all students submitted all of their peer 

assessments there would be 146 submissions for each round of peer assessment.  Actual 

submissions were as follows: 

 Round 1 – 133 submissions 

 Round 2 – 125 submissions 

 Round 3 – 109 submissions 

There are two potential reasons for not submitting all assessments.  First, students may have 

forgotten to submit by the deadline.  If a student simply forgot to submit but contacted me within 

24 hours of the submission deadline, I opened the Discussion Forum for a two-hour window to 

enable their submission.  This only happened three times.  Second, they may not have cared 

about the grade implications of not submitting one assessment as the impact was minimal.  Two 

students chose not to make any submissions.  These students were late registering for the class 

and had a history of not submitting course work.  It is not unusual for students to find it 

challenging to stay motivated and committed to their studies in the final weeks of the final year 

of their program. 

Having said that, 77% of students on the post-test noted a preference for using an online 

tool compared with only 38% on the pretest.  With over 90% of the students indicating they were 
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comfortable using D2L prior to participating in the process, it is fair to conclude that technology 

did not pose a barrier to participation.   The only concern expressed by a small number of 

students was whether or not the assessments were truly anonymous.  One of the challenges in 

using D2L is the fact that discussion posts default to a public view where the author of the post is 

visible to everyone in the group.  In order to make a post anonymous, students must select that 

option prior to posting; it is an easy thing to overlook.  Even when students choose to make their 

post anonymous to their peers, the posts are not anonymous to the instructor and students were 

made aware of this at the beginning of the course.  This may have influenced the content of the 

assessments positively in terms of students communicating criticism in a professional manner.  

Overall, there were extremely high levels of agreement that anonymity made participation in the 

peer assessment process more comfortable for students.  They also agreed that they were better 

able to make honest, constructive comments on their peers’ performance due to anonymity.    

It is difficult to know for certain if the few public posts that did occur were the result of 

students forgetting to select the anonymous option or feeling unconcerned with group members 

being able to identify them.  It is likely that in groups where everyone was pleased with their 

peers’ performance, anonymity was not an issue.  Some students felt that D2L was a very good 

way to administer peer assessment.  Confidence levels in ability to use the Discussion Forum in 

D2L fell from the pretest to the post-test suggesting that hands-on training and practice to 

accompany the instructional resources provided, may make students more comfortable with the 

process. 

  In general, when something does not work as it should in D2L, I immediately receive 

email messages from students to ensure I am aware of the problem – especially when it may 

affect their grade.  I received fewer than 10 email messages over the 14-week period related to 
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peer assessment submission issues.  This is yet another indication that using technology to 

facilitate the process was more beneficial to students than detrimental. 

 

Research Question 4 

How does utilizing an LMS influence student participation in discussions in support of the peer 

assessment process? 

The course was delivered in one 2-hour class followed two days later by a 1-hour class.  

Three of the 2-hour classes were cancelled due to inclement weather resulting in a loss of six 

hours of class time.  In order to meet all of the requirements of the course, in-class discussions 

were, reluctantly, sacrificed. Initially, online discussions via D2L were scheduled to take place 

between each of the three rounds of peer assessment.  Participation in the online discussions was 

voluntary, therefore no grade was attached to the discussions.  Students were free to choose 

whether or not their discussion posts would be anonymous.  Only five students responded to the 

first discussion question and no students chose to comment on the posts that were made by their 

peers, i.e., have an online discussion.  In view of student response to the first online discussion 

question, questions were not posted after the second and third round of peer assessment.  There 

are a number of possible explanations for the lack of participation.  First, my personal experience 

is that if there is no grade attached to an activity, students are unlikely to engage in that activity.  

This begs the question: “Why not attach a grade to the discussions?” One of the practical 

challenges with formative peer assessment from an instructor’s point of view is the additional 

workload that it creates (Pare & Joordens, 2008).  An objective of this project was to use 

technology to ease the workload, not to increase it.  If I had assigned a grade to the discussion 

posts, it would have to be significant enough to motivate students to act which in turn would 

require an additional investment of time assessing the posts; thus, the decision was made to make 
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the discussion voluntary.  Second, students have a compressed school week with a full course 

load spread over three days and field placement for the remaining two days.  Many students also 

have a part-time job and/or family commitments.  In my experience, when students have many 

competing demands, they eliminate anything that does not have a grade attached to it and even if 

they want to participate in the activity, they often run out of time.  Finally, when asked how they 

learn best, “discussion with peers” was ranked third out of three options on both the pretest and 

the post-test; consequently, student motivation to participate in discussion may have been 

affected.  Unfortunately, a number of things led to the elimination of planned discussions – both 

in-class and online.   On a personal note, I had limited experience and knowledge of engaging 

students in discussion in an online environment and it was difficult to persist with online 

discussion at the time given the multiple demands I was managing. In spite of this, the benefits 

of discussion with peers throughout the peer assessment process is well documented in the 

literature (Orsmond, Merry, & Callaghan, 2004; Tillema et al., 2011; Vickerman, 2009; Willey 

& Gardner, 2009; Willey & Gardner, 2010).  Therefore, to address the need to help students 

make connections and enhance learning and employability skill development, in-class discussion 

within small groups followed by a higher level discussion involving the entire class might be of 

greater benefit to students.  Additionally, I will need to embark on some professional 

development to enhance my ability to engage students in online discussion.   

 

Limitations 

 One limitation of this study is the small sample size.  Of the 50 students registered in the 

class, 13 completed both the pre- and post-course surveys.  In addition, a review of programs of 

study for a majority of diplomas offered at the college level reveals very few Ontario college 

courses dedicated solely to career preparation (Confederation College, 2014; Durham College, 
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2014; Humber College, 2014; Seneca College, 2014) making the context of this study unusual.  

If a career course exists, it tends to focus on the preparation of cover letters, resumés, and 

interview skills or the learning occurs over a more limited period of time in the context of a 

general communications course.  In some cases, career training may be the responsibility of 

general college support services (Centennial College, 2014) rather than in the context of a 

mandatory course.    

Participants in this study had worked alongside their peers for two and a half years and 

interacted with me as an instructor for four courses prior to attending the legal career preparation 

course.  This may have positively influenced comfort and trust levels and for peer assessment to 

be used formatively in an effective manner, students must feel that the environment is a safe and 

supportive one (Prins, Sluijsman, Kirschner, & Strijbos, 2005; Ploegh et al., 2009; Tillema et al., 

2011).  Instructors teaching students for the first time or in the initial semesters of a program may 

encounter challenges in using peer assessment formatively that were not present in the current 

study. 

 

Conclusion 

 The main objective of this project was to see if students perceived peer assessment as a 

worthwhile activity in order to enhance the quality of my students’ learning and to improve my 

teaching practice.  What I discovered was that my students’ experiences were very much in 

keeping with those reported in the literature.  Students liked using peer assessment because they 

viewed it as an accountability mechanism giving them a measure of control over grades if group 

members chose to engage in social loafing.  Involving students in designing the peer assessment 

tool was important to them and helped create a sense of ownership of the process.  In addition, 

using peer assessment formatively gave them the opportunity to see how their peers viewed their 

contributions to the group and to use feedback from their peers to improve.  Over the course of 
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three rounds of assessment, students discovered that fears of personal bias negatively influencing 

the process were not warranted and confidence levels in themselves and their peers rose.  Not 

surprisingly, in terms of learning, the feedback element of peer assessment was valued more 

highly than receiving a grade.  As a result of the data collected for this project, one of the things I 

intend to change for the next iteration of this course is the design of the peer assessment tool to 

focus feedback on comments rather than numerical ratings.  Furthermore, I would reduce the 

number of assessments from three rounds to two for the following reasons:  1) the number of 

forms submitted dropped with each successive round of assessment suggesting assessment 

fatigue and/or apathy; 2) students commented that it was challenging to come up with comments 

if there had been little to no work required of the team from one round of assessment to another; 

and 3) qualitative feedback will be more time consuming for students to provide than a simple 

numerical rating from a dropdown menu.   

Because discussion in support of peer assessment did not take place as intended but is 

referenced frequently in the literature with respect to quality processes, it is important to ensure 

that opportunities for discussion exist to help students make connections to their learning.  

Without meaningful discussion, students may view and approach peer assessment simply as a 

task required to earn a grade.  Reducing the rounds of assessment from three to two would also 

reduce the number of discussions required and might, along with appropriate guidance and 

support, increase participation in discussions.   

Though I thought that sufficient training and resources had been provided to enable 

students to submit their assessments and make connections to the employability skills they were 

developing—both from the coursework and the peer assessment process—the results of this 

study suggest that more is required.   I would provide students with an opportunity to complete a 

practice submission in order to ensure their comfort with the technical part of the process prior to 
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the first full round of peer assessment.  In addition, setting up reminder notifications in the LMS 

might further support students in the process.    Given the demands on students’ time, if they are 

provided with more training in writing qualitative comments and are supported with discussion 

between assessments, fewer rounds of assessment may yield better quality feedback.  

 Courses like the career preparation course may be rare; however, employability skills as 

defined by the MTCU (2005) are required of every Ontario college diploma program making 

formative peer assessment an appropriate authentic assessment for a variety of contexts and 

disciplines.  The literature is rich with examples from a wide range of programs such as 

engineering (Willey & Gardner, 2009), psychology (Pare & Joordens, 2009), management 

(Fellenz, 2006), and sports studies (Vickerman, 2009).   For educators interested in using peer 

assessment in a formative fashion, there is no need to fear the associated administrative work.  

This study has demonstrated that a readily available and relatively easy to use feature on an 

LMS, such as a discussion forum, can be utilized to facilitate the peer assessment process.   

 In the past 10 years, I have used peer assessment summatively in my practice in a variety 

of courses that required group work.   Minor modifications were made after each application as a 

result of feedback from students and/or my reflections on the process.  This study involved 

making major modifications to the process as a result of reviewing literature on peer assessment 

for learning, and I expect to continue to refine the assessment to enhance the experience, and 

thus the learning.  
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Appendix A – Peer Assessment Tool 

Committee Peer Assessment   
 
Rating Scale 
 
5 – Outstanding – performed consistently and reliably from start to finish. 
4 – Above Average – performed well the majority of the time – very reliable team member 
3 – Average – did what was required in order to complete the task 
2 – Below Average – did not perform consistently – required a lot of supervision and support 
1 – Poor – performance was well below the standard required in college  – could not be relied upon 
Note: Ratings of ‘2’ or ‘1’ must be supported by comments on the form. 
 

 
 
                                                                            Name of person being assessed  
 
 C

lic
k 

h
er

e 
to

 
en

te
r 

te
xt

. 

Attendance:  

 Attended class/committee meetings consistently 

 Came prepared and contributed to the meetings  

 Focused on work during the meetings 

5 

Communication:  

 Initiated and responded to communication in a reasonable amount of time (24-hour)  
o Email, discussion posts, texts (if applicable) 

 Communication was respectful  

 Listened to other committee members 

5 

Work Contribution:  

 Contributed equally and reliably to all aspects of the committee’s tasks and 
responsibilities  

 Contribution was of strong quality and within committee’s deadlines 

5 

Team Work:  

 Demonstrated positive team work skills including 
o professionalism, commitment, support, respect, reliability  

 Supportive of other group members 

 Actively offered input and ideas/suggestions 

 Had a positive attitude and managed stress professionally 

5 

Personal Responsibility/Accountability:  

 Demonstrated personal responsibility 

 Followed up if absent, notified committee members in advance of absences 

 Demonstrated initiative by offering to take on tasks rather than waiting to be told. 

 
5 

                                
                                   Total of all ratings out of 25 marks 
 
 

Click here to enter text. 
 

Positive Comment 
Click here to enter text. 

Constructive Comment 
Click here to enter text. 

Drop 
down 
list 
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Appendix B – Peer Assessment Instructions 

 

Peer Assessment Instructions - Submission 
Step 1 Download the blank Peer Assessment form from D2L (Content – Peer Assessment).  Please 

note that this form will be developed by the class so it will not be posted until this in-class 
activity has taken place. 
 

Step 2 Save a copy of the form for each person in your group and use the person’s name in the 
filename. Ensure you save it to a secure location. 
 
E.g. Kathleen Stewart.docx   
 
Note: If you function in a Mac environment and have any issues with the form, you will 
need to resolve the issue with IT Support in the Commons. 
 

Step 3 Complete the form for each person.  Ensure that you complete every section of the form.   
 
For each person you will 

1. Type their name on the form. 
2. Enter a rating for each of the criteria. 
3. Total the ratings as a grade out of 25 
4. Write one positive comment that identifies something the person is doing that is 

contributing to the group. 
5. Write one constructive comment that identifies something the person could do to 

improve their contribution to the group. 
 

Step 4 Post the forms in the D2L Discussion tool.  There is a video that details this process.  
Written instructions appear below. 
 

Step 5 USE INTERNET EXPLORER AS YOUR BROWSER FOR D2L TO AVOID TECHNICAL ISSUES 
THAT ARE KNOWN TO EXIST WITH CHROME AND FIREFOX. 
 
Click on the Communication tab and select Discussions. 
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Step 6 Click on a group member’s name.  
 

 
Step 7 Select Post as Anonymous to ensure that you name does not appear with the post.  If you 

have your notifications in D2L set up and you have selected ‘Discussion Posts’, you can 
check Subscribe to this Thread if you want to receive a notification when something is 
posted here.  Uncheck this box if you do not wish to receive notifications. 

 
Step 8 Select Upload to attach your peer assessment form for this person.   

 
Select Post to complete the process. 

 
Repeat steps 6, 7 & 8 for each person in your group.  Once you have done this, you have completed the 
first round of the peer assessment process.  This process will be repeated in weeks eight (8) and twelve 
(12). 
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Peer Assessment Instructions – Retrieving Your Assessments 
IMPORTANT 
 
Date restrictions will be set for each round of peer assessment and you will be notified through the 
Course Home page on the Calendar.   
 

 
 
Once all of the assessments are in, the assessments will be available for a restricted time period for you 
to download.  After the deadline has passed, you will no longer be able to access your peer assessments. 
 

Step 1 Go to the Discussions tool. 
 

 
Step 2 Click on your name. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



PEER ASSESSMENT OF EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS 

 

59 
 

Step 3 Download and save each attachment. 
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Appendix C – Email Invitation to 2012-2013 Students for Survey Review 
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Appendix D – Pre-Course Survey 
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Appendix E – Post Course Survey 
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