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Abstract: The aim of this study was to investigate the potential of the provision of latitude for
target selection during online peer-assessment. One online system was expanded to support the
associated learning activities. Fifty-four undergraduates participated and experienced different
ranges of items available for online peer-assessment: full range (i.e., all items listed), partial
range (half or one-fourth items listed), and the exact items to be assessed. Two major findings
were obtained. First, Pearson's chi-squared test of goodness of fit found that the observed
frequency distribution among the three arrangements was statistically significant. Second, while
the majority of the participants preferred the system automatically assigning the exact number
of items to be assessed, still nearly half of all participants appreciated having some latitude in
choosing their targets during online peer-assessment, with explicit and legitimate reasons
supporting their revealed preference. Suggestions for instructors and system developers are
provided.
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1. Introduction

Peer-assessment (PA) has attracted increasing attention among researchers and practitioners since the
1990s, along with the greater acceptance of the notion of interconnectedness of teaching, learning and
assessment. PA is the practice of students giving evaluative feedback to their peers about the work they
have produced and their overall performance (Topping, 2009). Through the resulting processes of
mutual support and assistance, it is suggested that peers with similar learning status are able to assist
each other to achieve their respective learning goals, expand their knowledge bases and enhance their
skill levels (Topping and Ehly, 2001).

With empirical evidence generally confirming the use of PA to support various cognitive,
affective and social growth (e.g., self-regulated learning, critical thinking, performance, learner
motivation, sense of responsibility, and attitudes) (Topping, 2009; van Gennip, Segers and Tillema,
2009; Yu and Wu, 2013), issues regarding how such activities can be further made varied and versatile
have been the focus of several recent research endeavors. For instance, the potential of embedding the
features of anonymity and created identities for assessors (Yu and Wu, 2011), allowing multiple PA
modes (Yu, 2011), and incorporating different types of feedback (Gielen, Peeters, Dochy, Onghena and
Struyven, 2010; Nelson and Schunn, 2009; Yang, Badger and Yu, 2006) have all been explored. Along
this same line of thought and in consideration that students being asked to assess a specific item or a
fixed set of items seems to be the main form of online PA, the aim of this study was to investigate
whether the provision of latitude for target selection would be a viable approach for online PA.
Specifically, the two research questions examined in this work are as follows:

(D) Would students exhibit preferences for different ranges of latitude for target selection?

2 What were the students’ underlying reasons supporting their revealed preferences for
a specific PA arrangement?

2. Methods

To serve the research purposes of this study, an online system supporting students to generate different
types of questions using different media formats, and engage in followed-up PA was extended. The
expanded version of the system allows the instructor to determine different ranges of latitude for online
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PA—full and limited. In the ‘full range’ arrangement, all questions generated are presented to users as
candidates for their assessment targets. On the other hand, for the ‘limited range’ the instructor can
specify a specific number/percentage of items produced to be sent to respective peer-assessors as
assessment targets to be considered.

Fifty-four student teachers from different colleges (liberal arts: 30; science: 9; social sciences:
9; engineering: 1; medical: 1; planning and design: 1: life science: 2; electrical engineering and
computer science: 1) and levels (undergraduates: 37; graduates: 17) enrolled in one course (effective
instructional principles) participated in this study. In the first class, the instructor explained the general
arrangement, requirements, course format and the reason for incorporating student-generated questions
(SGQ) and PAin this course. A training session was then arranged to equip students with essential skills
associated with the focal tasks. Information on the basic concepts related to SGQ and PA with examples
and the operational procedures of the adopted system were explained and practiced. As a routine
practice, following the instructor’s explanation of each instructional principle, students were given
twenty minutes to generate two multiple-choice questions pertaining to the delivered instruction and
assigned text in class. They were then asked to assess four randomly assigned questions so that
individual feedback from peers could be obtained, and the questions could be revised with reference to
peers’ feedback out of class. At the next class session, group feedback was given by the instructor to
highlight exemplary SGQ and PA practices.

To enable all participants to experience different ranges for target selection, the number of items
listed for the participants for online PA was set as follows: full range (i.e., all questions generated by
the participants during the current SGQ activities), partial range (50%, 25%), and the exact number of
items to be assessed (i.e., four items). In this study, each participant experienced each of the four ranges
(i.e., 100%, 50%, 25%, and exact items) on two separate occasions. Regardless of whichever ranges
students were exposed to, during online PA they were directed to click on the item to be assessed from
the list of SGQ window (Figure 1), before being directed to the online PA form (Figure 2), where they
provided both quantitative and qualitative feedback to the question-author. In sum, the only difference
among different PAarrangements in this study is the number of items shown in the ‘list of SGQ window.’
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Figure 1. List of SGQ window Figure 2. The online PA form

To collect the participants’ views of different PA arrangements (i.e., the number of items available
as potential targets for PA), they were asked to respond to one question in the last instructional session:
‘In this semester, you were directed to assess SGQ where different numbers of items were listed as
candidate targets. Which of the following arrangements did you prefer: full range (listing all SGQ),
partial range (listing half or one-fourth of SGQ), and the exact items to be assessed (i.e., four items).
Please explain your selection.’

3. Results and Discussion

Descriptive statistics and Pearson's chi-squared test of goodness of fit were used to analyze the
guantitative data, and the constant comparative data analysis method proposed by Lincoln and Guba
(1985) was adopted to analyze students’ descriptive responses. Of those completing the question (n=53),
it was found that the majority of the participants (n=27, 50.94%) preferred the system automatically
assigning the exact number of items to be assessed. Despite this, there were still nearly half of all the
respondents (n=26, 49.06%) expressing a preference to having some latitude in selecting their targets,
with half of those preferring the full range (n=13, 24.53%), and the other half the partial range (n=13,
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24.53%). A X? test further indicated that the observed frequency distribution among the three
arrangements was statistically significant, X2 =7.40, p < .05.

Two salient themes emerged from students’ written responses explaining their preference for
the full range arrangement. Of the thirteen respondents, almost all (n=12, 92.31%) highlighted the
feature of ‘being able to observe questions with various styles and focus,” which helped to enhance their
abilities. In addition, more than two-thirds (n=9, 69.23%) stressed the feature of ‘being given choices
regarding which item to assess.’

For those preferring the partial range, all thirteen respondents acknowledged the strengths
associated with the other two arrangements while appreciating what this eclectic approach could do by
mitigating problems frequently associated with each of the other two arrangements. More explicitly,
users were given a choice in selecting their assessment targets and could learn from observing peers’
work with various styles (which was not possible with the exact item approach), while not feeling
overwhelmed (as would be the case in the full range arrangement).

Finally, the reason of ‘ensuring each question generated receives some feedback from peers for
further improvement” was highlighted most frequently by those preferring the exact item arrangement
(n=17, 62.96%), followed up by ‘the opportunity to be challenged since students could no longer target
items of their liking’ (n=11, 40.74%). Also, quite a few (n=8, 29.63%) pointed out the reason of ‘time
being saved and better spent on giving feedback rather than on reviewing and deciding which item to
assess.’

Existing studies have found that students based their choice of items to assess on a number of
reasons, including the characteristics of the assessed item (e.g., the interestingness, quality, and
difficulty level), its relation to the key ideas of the study material, the number of times the item was
assessed, item submission time, and the length of the question item (Yu and Sung, in press). Also, as
recognized by humanists, each learner has different motivations, interests, needs, and preferences
(Ediger, 2006). In light of these, as well as the findings of this study, instructors are advised to consider
giving their students some freedom in selecting targets to create more versatile PA activities. In addition,
developers of online learning systems supporting PA may consider incorporating such a feature to allow
the provision of some latitude in target selection.
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