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ABSTRACT

In this paper, I question the effectiveness of instructor/observer grading of class participation for the purpose
of encouraging meaningful participation. Instead, I propose that we should promote peer learning in small
group work, and subsequent peer assessment, as ways to improve the deep learning that can occur in a truly
participative classroom, especially in an Asian higher education setting. I explain the peer learning and
assessment practices used in a course with culturally diverse participants and reflect on three advantages that
peer learning and assessment has over class participation for this course.
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RELEVANT LITERATURE

In student-centred learning environments, participation has long been the key to achieving student
engagement and subsequent learning outcomes (Hallinger & Lu, 2013). The benefits of student participation
are well-documented (e.g., Cajiao & Burke, 2016, Rocca, 2010, Weaver & Qi, 2005). However, many
problems have been reported with the grading of students’ participation (Gilson, 1994; Gillis, 2019; Litz,
2003; Mello, 2010; Paft, 2015).

Firstly, students may mistake quantity of participation for quality, and speak up as often as possible to score
points towards their participation grade, but without adding any real depth to the classroom discussion (Litz,
2003). In addition, giving “class participation grades” often means instructors must try to get students to
speak up in the larger class setting, such as “cold calling” on students (Pepper & Pathak, 2008). Despite this,
as few as 10% of students in a class would regularly participate in class discussions (Rocca, 2010). However,
as many as 75% of instructors report that they count participation in student grades (Rogers, 2013). Clearly
there is a disconnect between an administrative requirement for students to speak up, and a pedagogical
imperative to encourage meaningful participation.

Secondly, students can perceive the grading of participation as subjective and unfair because they do not
understand the requirements for quality participation (Paff, 2015). Furthermore, instructors tend to favour
quantitative measurements of participation (i.e., grading students for simply speaking up in class), because
it is difficult to objectively assess the quality of participation (Rocca, 2010). In fact, Bean and Peterson
(1998) found that most instructors make subjective assessments of participation, based on their impressions
of students. Even if instructors or other observers rate participants’ comments in real time (i.e., during a
class), the ratings are prone to biases (Gillis, 2019). Little wonder that students may have perceptions of poor
procedural justice in the instructor’s grading of their participation (Pepper & Pathak, 2008).

Thirdly, grading participation does not necessarily motivate students to participate more often or in more
depth (Crombie et al., 2003; Fritschner, 2000, Paff, 2015). The reasons for low student participation in
classroom settings include shyness, nervousness, feelings of intimidation, “fear of being wrong” and looking
foolish in front of their peers and the instructor (Fritschner, 2000; Rocca, 2010; Weaver & Qi, 2005).

For Asian students, the potential problems of grading participation are exacerbated because of the challenges
they reportedly face speaking up in class discussions (Kim, 2006; Murray, 2018; Nakane, 2007; Takahashi,
2019; Wong & Tsai, 2007). However, there is evidence that Asian students in general do appreciate, and
benefit from, interactive classes (Hallinger & Lu, 2013; Kember, 2000; Littlewood, 2001; Tan; 2016;
Watkins, 2000). Their participation can be encouraged in different ways, such as allowing students to discuss
in small groups before whole class discussions, arranging the classroom to promote student interaction, and
providing regular feedback (Hardy & Tolhurst, 2014). Thus, working in small groups, rather than
participating in large class discussions, may be especially salient for Asian students. This is the approach I
take towards course participation, as described next.
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THE COURSE AND ITS LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES

I teach an undergraduate elective course on “Leadership in the 21% Century” at the Nanyang Technological
University (NTU), Singapore. Students are deliberately allocated into five-member groups that are as diverse
as possible with respect to gender, educational background, and race. We ensure that all groups comprise
members who have not previously met. As well as providing transparency in the team formation, this
arrangement should help students meet, learn about, and work with, diverse others (Loes et al., 2018). It also
reduces the possibility of biases in peer evaluation (Mayfield & Tombaugh, 2019).

Early in the semester, we have activities where team members learn about each other quickly. Greater self-
disclosure among teammates fosters mutual trust and reduces any initial biases toward each other (Mayfield
& Tombaugh, 2019). In addition, as recommended by O’Neill et al. (2019), formative feedback is used
frequently throughout the course to develop specific skills.

Using summative peer assessment

Summative peer assessment is used to indicate students’ progress towards the course’s overarching
Assessment of Learning (AoL) goal: “improve teamwork and interpersonal skills”. The team’s performance
on various tasks is used to measure other AoL goals (e.g., critical thinking skills) and all team members
receive the same team grade for this work. Hence, it is in the students' interests to contribute optimally to
their teams’ work, because of team assessments and individual peer assessment grades. Students assess each
other at mid-semester (Week 7) and end-of-semester (Week 13), when individual grades are worth 5% and
10% respectively. The course is set up such that all teams have five members, so no team is disadvantaged
by having fewer team members than any other.

Students assess each other using the same assessment rubric each time. In this rubric, the two criteria—team
task skills and team interpersonal skills—are defined by reference to a checklist of such skills. In order to
reduce the problem of grade inflation, students have a limited number of marks to allocate across their four
team members'.

Students also have to submit written feedback online on each member’s “strengths” and “areas to improve”.
Instructors read through all comments and moderate any potentially offensive or otherwise inappropriate
comments, which has rarely been the case in reading over 5,000 qualitative assessments over 14 semesters
of this course.

Students are assured that their ratings and feedback are anonymous. When the results are released online,
every student will see only their own average rating on each of the two assessment criteria, a subsequent
overall peer assessment grade, and a collated list of comments written by their peers. Anonymous feedback
is generally considered the most effective for summative assessment when there is some assessor
accountability (Panadero & Alqassab, 2019). Therefore, students are clearly informed that the instructor will
read all comments and contact the assessor if the comments do not match the ratings given.

Ashenafi (2017) recommends using automation for peer assessment tasks, because of the efficiency and
timeliness of the process. This has certainly been true for the online peer assessment process in this
course. The procedure for entering marks and comments is demonstrated in class and students are
advised to make practice submissions, which can be over-ridden up until the submission deadline. After
such practice, some students may approach me individually for further guidance. Thus, the process of
explaining the assessment rubrics, and giving students practice opportunities, is in accordance with best
practices outlined in the literature (Reddy & Andrade, 2010).
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In summary, I require all students to provide anonymous summative peer assessment (marks and written
feedback) twice during the semester; and I use several processes to ensure the peer assessment will be fair
and constructive in helping them to learn effective team skills.

REFLECTIONS

The practices described above are integrated with a team-based learning approach; hence, it is difficult to
isolate the effects of peer assessment. Team-based learning is known to be effective for student engagement,
deep learning, and teamwork skills (Michaelsen & Sweet, 2008). Because team membership is fixed across
a semester, and the team engages in many different activities, students feel a strong sense of belonging to
their team (Steem-Utheim & Foldnes, 2018). The various activities within teams, and the shared team
outcomes (some of which are assessed) signal the importance of each member’s contribution; peer
assessment is an additional reminder of students’ accountability to their team. Specifically, the use of peer
learning practices and summative peer assessment appears to have three advantages over class participation
grading, as discussed next.

Quality of participation and depth of learning

The student teams do perform more collaboratively as semester progresses. I observe more willingness by
students to question and challenge each other and generate truly mutual solutions to tasks. The assessable
team tasks show improvements in quality, and consequently the team grades increase across semester. For
example, later in semester, students examine the context of case studies more thoroughly from different
stakeholder perspectives.

Learning how to give and respond to such feedback is an important workplace skill (Cranmer, 2006). After
the first peer assessment, I see evidence of students developing the capacity to respond to feedback. In
particular, “quieter” students not only speak up more, but even dare to challenge others. In addition, the
feedback is more insightful at the end of semester, with comments such as “You didn’t take up as much
space as others in the group, but you made us all feel very supported”; and “you motivated us with your non-
verbals”.

To ensure constructive feedback, I used to rate the assessors on their comments. I have stopped doing this
because of the heavy workload involved; however, I am happy to report that students still provide
constructive feedback to each other. In fact, the comments are so insightful that I usually include them in
reference letters that I write for ex-students because employers appreciate knowing what an applicant’s peers
think of him or her (Figure 1).
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Example of section of a reference letter for an ex-student from the Leadership course

In class, X interacted very well with students from a diverse range of cultures (40
students from over 10 different countries), work experience, and educational
backgrounds. His assigned team for the course consisted of five people from three
different countries. This team debated the answers to quizzes on leadership concepts
and solved applied exercises on leadership case studies, under severe time pressure.

The team scored extremely well for both sets of assessment, largely due to X’s impact on
the team. His team members confidentially rated him extremely highly on the teamwork
task and interpersonal skills he demonstrated in this team. They wrote peer feedback
comments such as: “X is great at motivating and involving others to participate.”, “You take a lot of
initiatives and are good at analysing as well as connecting with people.”, “Great analytical skills with
good management skills” and “He is confident and calm while presenting his points, very clear in his
thoughts and speech”.

Figure 1. An example of how a student’s group work and peer assessment feedback is incorporated
into a reference letter.

Perceptions of peer assessment

Asreported in the literature (Ashenafi, 2017), students initially feel uneasy about rating their peers. However,
they accept the rationale for it by the end of semester and even feel empowered that they will rate their peers
instead of the sole instructor making subjective assessments of “participation”. The student evaluations of
my courses often have comments such as: “Those peer assessments made me think about my team members
in a positive light, not just being critical” and “analysing how others participated got me to self-reflect and I
looked forward to getting their feedback about me”.

Occasionally, students complain that they want to give each other higher marks because “everyone in the
team” has contributed well. They accept my explanation that if all team members have performed very well,
then the rewards should be higher team scores for the various team assessments.

My experience with other undergraduate and postgraduate courses in Singapore is that if students are not
forced to discriminate in their marking, most will simply give each other full or near-full marks. This can
lead to an extra problem if a student does discriminate strongly between his/her peers: The low scoring peers
in that group are disadvantaged because they would probably not be penalised if they were in another group.

Motivation to participate more

As noted earlier, commitment to their team probably motivates students as much as the peer assessment
grades on offer.

In the second half of semester, there is typically around 15% of students who opt for only a “Pass/Fail” grade
for the course. Such students still attend class and engage actively; however, it is obvious that they have
stopped preparing conscientiously for classes. The final peer assessment grades for these students are
predictably low; however, the students themselves have continued to benefit from the group work.

In one notable instance, a student who was confined to bed for the last four weeks of class apparently still

prepared and presented her ideas on the team activities to her team-mates by WhatsApp messages®. She was
rated higher than average by her peers, with comments about being “willing to pitch in for the group, despite
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being sick”, “you show great team spirit” and so on. In the end, she opted for “Pass/Fail” for the course but
obviously, her commitment to her team-mates did not wane!

Students are not pressured to speak up during the large group discussions. Instead, there is the usual 10% of
class members who speak up regularly (a figure consistent with literature on class participation [Rocca,
2010]). However, because the discussion topic has been explored and debated within all small groups, when
the natural “talkers” present to the large class, everyone listens intently in order to compare other groups’
output to their own group’s work.

This is particularly the case for the local (Singaporean) students in each class. In facilitating the whole-of-
class discussions, I note that exchange students from Europe, North America and Australia speak up the
most. However, as I observe the small group activities, I notice from their body language and verbal
interactions that the local students are fully engaged in those activities. Every semester, I am pleasantly
surprised to learn from the feedback that certain “quiet” students (local and overseas) have in fact made
constructive contributions to their small groups.

Using peer assessments also takes pressure off me to make instructor-based assessments of participation.
Instead, I can focus fully on facilitating the very best possible small group work and class discussions for
student learning.

CONCLUSION

In my undergraduate classes on Leadership, where there is a diversity of participants, a range of different
small and large group activities seems to benefit most students. In all the small group activities, I notice that
Asian students are as engaged, vocal, and motivated as the international students. Similar observations have
been reported in homogeneous race classrooms and culturally diverse classrooms alike (Crosthwaite et al.,
2015).

Summative peer assessment is an integral part of the team-based learning approach I adopt and I
unashamedly promote it! Brutus et al. (2013) argue that if a standardised peer evaluation system is used
within a business school, students get the opportunity to practice evaluating their peers on the standard
criteria. Consequently, they feel more confident in evaluating their peers and will be better able to provide
detailed, specific feedback to each other, which are skills relevant to managerial practice.

Assessment should not be a necessary evil; it should contribute to learning. Ultimately, to produce valuable
learning, our summative assessment would become more formative in nature and thereby encourage deeper
learning beyond simply providing marks (Geertsema, 2017). In my experience, constructive peer assessment
is one tool that can achieve this more effectively than the common practice of the instructor grading the
students’ class participation.
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ENDNOTES

1. Inorder to reduce the problem of grade inflation, students have a limited amount of marks (60) to allocate
across their four team members, so they cannot give full marks (20 each) to everyone. In fact, if they
give full marks to anyone, they would have relatively few marks left (40) to spread among the remaining
members. It is very rare for students to give full marks to a team member, just as it is rare for any student
to score 100% on other forms of assessment.

Students can allocate 15 marks to each member (so that all get the same marks, and a subsequent grade
of A-), but they are encouraged to discriminate between their team members, where possible. Students
sometimes complain about this system, wanting to award higher marks to all team members, but I point
out that even if they choose the non-discrimination option, the average grade of A- will not disadvantage
most students. In fact, the students perceived as having the highest level of skills in a team usually get
an average rating of an 8 or 9 on one or both criteria. This translates to an A or A+ for their peer
assessment grade and is often aligned to their grades for the other assessment components.

Thus, the peer evaluation contributes to a holistic assessment of students’ leadership knowledge and
skills.

2. All assessments except for quizzes are “open-book” so phone use is allowed.
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