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This poster outlines an innovative approach to helping students understand 
grading rubrics and what is expected of them in an assessment more generally by 
integrating peer assessment (Topping, 1998) and self-assessment (Chang et al, 
2021) into the learning process. By actively involving students in evaluating their 
own work and that of their peers, the aim of this approach is to enhance their 
understanding of assessment criteria, promote critical thinking, and foster a sense 
of ownership over their learning process and outcomes. 

For students who are the first in family or generation at university, this can be a 
particularly helpful approach as they often lack the cultural capital required to do 
well in higher education. Active learning techniques usually refer to ways of 
teaching content; this poster looks at how to apply active learning techniques to 
student understanding of assessment and feedback.

Abstract
One of the main reasons for introducing this exercise was the number of student 
complaints about the “fairness” of the grading and an obvious lack of 
understanding about how to improve. A key result of the peer and self-assessment 
approach is a significant reduction in these complaints. Some students still found it 
hard to figure out how to improve, particular with homeworks that were not simple 
calculation exercises, but the number of such students who approached the 
instructors and TAs with queries about this increased, showing that they 
understood the process even though they couldn’t identify the next steps 
independently.

An additional result which has manifested in terms of student satisfaction, though 
not yet in terms of student outcomes, is that students from less advantaged 
backgrounds are much less likely reporting confusion about what is expected of 
them in an assessment. The next step is to ensure that they have the support to 
meet this expectations.

Introduction

Students are assigned several homeworks, among which three were focused on 
the active learning feedback exercise. These homeworks don’t count towards the 
final grade but are designed to be similar to assessments that do count. This 
provides students with an incentive to complete and submit these exercises and 
comprise an authentic feedback example for them to learn from.
1. For the first of these homeworks, students are taken through the marking of a 

sample submission during their small group tutorials. The TA leads this session, 
marking a sample on the visualizer, while students follow along and mark the 
sample they have been assigned. This work is done using the grade descriptor 
above and a sketch answer guide. These samples are sourced from previous 
student cohorts and more recently, generated by ChatGPT.

2. For the second homework, students are assigned a classmate’s (anonymized) 
submission and mark this as the TA marks another submission on the visualizer. 
The main difference with the first exercise is that students know that the 
feedback and grade they provide is meant to help their peer improve. The TA’s 
guidance encourages students to give actionable feedback, rather than the 
“correct” answer.

3. In the final homework, student grade their own draft submission, following the 
TA’s guidance on the visualizer. Again, the focus is on understanding where the 
draft stands currently with the grade descriptors above and the grading rubric, 
and what is required to improve it for the final submission.

Methods and Materials

The main drawbacks of this approach are as follows:
1) Students often don’t recognize anything other than written, individual 

comments on their work as feedback. In addition, they are likely to be looking 
only for the “correct” answer or model answers rather than actionable steps on 
how to improve. This requires a significant amount of culture change work with 
students with constant verbal/ written reminders about how feedback works.

2) In the second (peer) assessment exercise, there is a significant amount of 
logistics involved for the TAs to ensure that printed and anonymized copies of 
the submissions are available, students don’t mark their own work, and that 
students get their (peer-)marked work back at the end of the session

We run this exercise in a very large (500+) first year course, and this makes the 
logistics and culture change required even more challenging. The key requirement 
for success is significant advance planning and preparation by instructors.

Discussion

This active learning approach to helping students understand what is expected of 
them in assessments and how to interpret and use feedback to improve their work 
shows a clear need to address this part of the “hidden curriculum” issue. While 
there are logistic and cultural barriers to implementing this method, the author’s 
experience shows that it is possible even in very large groups, with appropriate 
advance planning and scaffolding for students and Tas.

Conclusions

Traditional approaches to assessment and feedback often leave students with 

limited insight into what is required of them and how their work is evaluated. 

Within economics, there is a range of types of assessment from very technical and 

quantitative formats to more discursive and qualitative ones, but even in the 

former, students might struggle to fully internalise the fact that they can earn 

marks for showing their work, for properly labelled diagrams that complement 

their numerical answers and so on. Instructors can provide marking rubrics to 

guide them, but particularly for undergraduate students, and those from 

backgrounds without much experience of university, this can prove insufficient. 

Where the assessment is more discursive, for example a research project, this 

problem can be amplified. In the end, a student may perform poorly, largely 

because they did not fully understand what was expected of them, rather than due 

to their understanding of the material and their content-specific skills.

In response to this challenge, we introduced an active learning approach to 

understanding feedback and assessment, which involved guided peer and self-

grading using official grade descriptors. This led to a fall in student complaints 

about unfair grading and comments about unclear standards.

Results
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