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Many students believe assessment is the job of the teacher but peer marking has several educational advantages. Peer marking:

Provides each student with a full explanation of what should have been done;

Required students to understand better the material they are assessing;

Develops critical evaluation skills in students;

Improves learning;

Enables students to see the standard others achieve;

Prepares students for a work environment where they will have to assess the work of others;

Saves staff time and effort.

First year simulated practicals in pharmacology involve students following a practical schedule, collecting, processing and interpreting data and producing a write-up in a set format. Having previously explained the advantages of peer marking, all the students (those not attending had their mark halved) were assembled in a lecture theatre and the write-ups distributed at random. The marking schedule was distributed and a member of academic staff then went through the schedule explaining each point. Students annotated the write-up, totalled the marks and signed to accept responsibility for

the marking. Students were told that a portion of the write-ups would be check marked by staff. Any student who felt they had been marked unfairly could have their write-up re-marked by a member of academic staff. Less than 2% did so.

On one occasion three copies of the same write-up were peer marked independently, the final marks differing by 2% thus demonstrating marking consistency. Write-ups were marked by academic staff for one cohort of students while peer marking was used for the second cohort. The data show the two cohorts obtained similar marks for the first write-up (indicating they were of similar ability) but that the cohort using the peer marking process then obtained consistently better marks for following write-ups. The validity of the peer marking was confirmed by the correspondence between the

peer-awarded mark and the academic staff-awarded mark on a sample of write-ups which were check marked. 

Don't expect students to like peer marking. Many believe assessment is the job of the teacher ("don't you get paid for this?"), many complain that peer assessment is hard work (" you have to think and make judgements"), and that its tiring ("I'm really bushed at the end of a marking session").

Nevertheless, peer marking fulfils many of the criteria for good assessment and has several educational advantages. As a bonus, peer marking can save large amounts of staff time. For example 200+ practical write-ups can be marked by one member of staff in one hour.

Peer marking of write-ups does have some snags. Providing a marking schedule also provides students with the opportunity to pass the schedule to next year's students. I have therefore developed a set of three practicals which I rotate each year. I have also learned to rule the marking process with an iron hand or students will chat and discuss things, the noise level rises and the process takes forever. Peer marking must take place soon after the practical class or students will have forgotten what they did. Peer marking works well in first and second years were everybody is expected to get the

same data in the same way and follow the same schedule. If students can choose several different ways to do the practical the marking schedule becomes very complex.

Peer marking can be applied successfully to 'wet' practicals and also to assessing other types of work such as oral communications, poster presentations, and data interpretation exercises though some areas (e.g. essays) are not easily assessed in this way. It may be that the key to success lies in the use of clear and explicit marking schedules.
