
Perspectives 

Classroom Self-Assessment-A Pilot Study 

Dale T. Griffee 
Seigakuin University 

Student self-assessment is of great interest to teachers who want their students 
to take more responsibility for learning by judging their own progress. This 
exploratory study compares self assessment, teacher assessment and peer 
assessment in a Japanese university EFL class. Nineteen students gave oral 
presentations and each student rated her own performance in terms of eight 
categories (loudness, eye contact, etc.). The other students also assessed the 
talk, as did the teacher. The three types of assessment scores were added, averaged 
and then compared. The results suggest that student and teacher assessment 
scores were similar and the scores of the higher profiCiency students were more 
similar to the teacher scores than the lower proficiency students' scores. There 
was no difference in the way the male and female students judged themselves, 
and the self-assessment scores tended to be similar to the teacher scores. 
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I
n many educational settings, a close relationship between assessment 
and curriculum has developed over the past twenty years (Fradd & 
McGee, 1994, p. 281), and it is now commonly accepted that the 

learner should have a role in classroom assessment (Griffee, 1995; 
LeBlanc & Painchaud, 1985; Nunan, 1988). Nevertheless, student self­
assessment (SSA) is still not common in the field of teaching English as 
a second or foreign language. This report presents the results of a 
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limited investigation of the effectiveness of self-assessment of an oral 
presentation activity in a Japanese university EFL classroom compared 
with peer-assessment and teacher assessment. 

Classroom Research on the Use of Leamer Self-Assessment 

Self-assessment is also known as self-report, self-rating or self-evaluation 
and has been defined as checking one's own performance on a learning task 
after it has been completed (Richards, Platt, & Platt, 1992, p. 327). Wesche, 
Paribakht and Ready (1996, p. 199) state that "self-report procedures usually 
require candidates to rate their ability to do certain things using their 12, or 
their knowledge of particular elements or patterns d the 12." 

Current trends now favor communicative language teaching. This 
pedagogy brings the learner to center stage (Graves, 1996, p. 24) and 
supports autonomous learning and the learner-centered classroom, for­
mats which favor the use of SSA. For example, Dickinson (1993, p. 330) 
lists five characteristics of an autonomous learner: The autonomous 
learner can identify what has been taught, can formulate his own learn­
ing objectives, can select and implement his learning strategies, and can 
self-assess. In discussing the learner-centered classroom, Nunan (1988, 
p. 116) argues that both the learner and the teacher should be involved 
in evaluation, and Griffee's review (1995, p. 3) identifies SSA as an 
important characteristic of leamer-centered classrooms. 

Proponents of SSA offer wide-ranging justifications for its use, some 
of which are supported by empirical studies and some of which remain 
working hypotheses. These can be reduced to nine general arguments. 

1. Self-assessment raises self-consciousness by focusing learner atten­
tion on performance (Nunan, 1988, p. 116; Oskarson, 1989, p. 4). 

2. Self-assessment increases learner motivation (Rolfe, 1990, p. 169); a 
review of the literature (Blanch, 1988, p. 82) cites eight studies sup­
porting this suggestion. 

3. Self-assessment promotes learning by giving learners training in evalu­
ation (Oskarson, 1989, p. 3). This occurs when learners address ques­
tions such as "What am I learning?" and "How well am I learning?" 

4. The criteria for self-assessment can be directly related to course goals 
and objectives allowing the learner to better understand course or­
ganization (Brindley, 1989, p. 60). 

5. Self-assessment can result in learners becoming more goal-Oriented 
(Rolfe, 1990, p. 169), thereby exerting more effort to achieve their 
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goals, and even formulate goals themselves (Oskarson, 1989, p. 4). 
Within the context of given course objectives, SSA can show both 
learner and teacher new ways to accomplish those objectives (Legutke 
& Thomas, 1991, p. 243). 

6. Self-assessment can help learners identify preferred materials as well 
as learning styles and strategies (Nunan, 1988, p. 130). 

7. Self-assessment helps promote a cooperative classroom (Brindley, 
1989, p. 60). 

8. Self-assessment frees the teacher from being the only person in the 
classroom concerned with evaluation (Brindley, 1989, p. 60; Oskarson, 
1989, p. 4; Rolfe, 1990, p. 169). 

9. Self-assessment can continue after the course is finished. This is an 
important consideration since no single teacher or course can teach the 
entirety of a language. Therefore, learners must continue to acquire 
language through their own effort (Dickinson, 1987, p. 136; Oskarson, 
1989, p. 5). 

On the other hand, there have also been objections to wide-spread use 
of SSA. These can be summarized by the following three arguments. The 
first is that many learners lack the ability to self-assess and cannot do it 
reliably (Oskarson, 1989, p. 2). Citing Blanch and Merino (1989), Cohen 
(1994, p. 199) lists five factors that can threaten the validity of self-assess­
ment, including the fact that learners may not be able to accurately report 
or assess what is often subconscious behavior. Second, learners may lack 
motivation to self-assess because of culturally-based expectations of ap­
propriate classroom behavior and activities (Cohen, 1994, p. 199; Lynn, 
1995, p. 37). Additional problems come from subjectivity and the natural 
desire of students to inflate their ratings, whether this is intentional or not 
(Brindley, 1989, p. 61; Dickinson, 1987, p. 134). A third obstacle to SSA is 
the lack of shared valid criteria for the learners and the teacher to use in 
assessment (Blanch, 1988, p. 82; Cohen, 1994, p. 199). This situation oc­
curs when the teacher asks student to assess their work without clearly 
explaining the criteria which must be used. The lack of learner training in 
assessment (Cohen, 1994, p. 199) is related to this lack of criteria and 
probably results from unwarranted teacher assumptions that learners have 
the tools for self-assessment (leBlanc & Painchaud, 1985, p. 675). 

Such objections account for teacher skepticism (Brindley, 1989, p. 
60) and, when combined with the natural fear of change (ROjas, 1995, p. 
32), may account in part for the lack of SSA in many classrooms today. 
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However, many of these objections are based on teacher supposition 
rather than actual research findings. For example, a study using confrr­
matory factor analysis and a multitrait-multimethod design (Bachman & 
Palmer, 1989, p. 22) reports that self-ratings can be a reliable and valid 
measure of communicative language ability. 

Regarding the question of consistent agreement between individual self­
assessments and other sources, a review of 16 articles (Blanch, 1988, p. 81) 
reported a pattern of consistent agreement between SSA and a variety of 
external criteria. However, other research fmdings are less positive. A study 
of adult learners of various linguistic backgrounds in Australia (Rolfe, 1990, 
p. 177) reported that students conSistently rated themselves lower than 
their peers' ratings. Whereas Dickinson 0987, p. 150) suggested that learn­
ers are biased in their own favor, Rolfe (1990, p. 178) concluded that 
learners are more critical of themselves than their teachers are; thus SSA 
was not a reliable indicator of oral ability as compared to teacher-assess­
ment (TA). In comparing SSA to peer-assessment (PA), Rolfe reported that 
the PA may therefore be more reliable. Falchikov and Boud 0989, p. 398) 
investigated whether fourth year university students were more accurate in 
their SA than first year students and concluded that they were not. This is 
in accord with the findings of Griffee (1996, p. 32), who reported on a 
classroom SSA project in which there was no major difference in self­
evaluations among first-year, second-year, and third-year oral conversation 
classes at a Japanese university. Relative to possible differences in male 
and female responses to self-assessment, Falchikov and Boud (1989, p. 
396) concluded that gender differences are under-researched and that no 
conclusions can be drawn. They also question whether learners overesti­
mate or underestimate themselves relative to teacher assessment, and stress 
the need for further research investigating the reliability of self-assessment 
among different groups of learners as well as the development of methods 
to improve the learners' ability to accurately estimate their performance. 

The Study 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this exploratory study is to examine the operation of 
SSA in a Japanese university EFL classroom setting. The specific re­
search questions are: 

1. To what extent will SSA, PA, and TA test scores agree? 

2. Will there be a higher level of agreement between more proficient 
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students and the teacher than between less proficient students and 
the teacher? 

3. Will there be any gender differences in self-assessment? 

4. Will SSA be higher or lower than TA? 

Metbods 

Subjects: The students who participated in this study were enrolled in the 
second semester of a first-year required English oral conversation course at 
a small liberal arts university in japan. The total class enrollment was 24, 
with 12 females and 12 males, but only 19 students were present during 
the two class periods when the study was conducted. The majority of the 
students were 18 or 19 years old. The subjects' Secondary Level English 
Proficiency (SLEpat) test scores averaged 42.0, which is equivalent to 400 
on the TOEfL at. The SLEfGt test scores were used to divide the students into 
high-proficiency and low-proficiency groups in the following way: The 
four subjects with scores of the mean value 42 were eliminated, leaving 10 
students with scores over 42, eight of whom gave oral presentations and 
10 students with scores under 42, seven of whom gave oral presentations. 
The presentation theme for all studenlc; was "How I study vocabulary." 

Materials: A short score sheet (see the Appendix) was constructed which 
asked students to evaluate each oral presenter on eight points within 
three categories-voice, body language, and content. Under the category 
of "voice," the points to be rated were loudness, clarity, and speed; 
under "body language," the points were eye contact and gestures; under 
"content," the points were introduction, interesting talk, and conclusion. 
Each point could be rated on a Likert -type scale with values from one to 
three, with three as the highest score. 

Procedures: A 45-minute training session was conducted by a japanese 
native speaker and an English native speaker. Each category was 
explained in some detail in both japanese and English, then each of the 
eight evaluation pOints was illustrated by the English native speaker in 
all three conditions and discussed by the japanese native speaker. 

The students were then assigned the oral presentation topic and two 
class sessions were spent making the oral presentations. When making 
the oral presentation, the student came to the front of the room and 
stood behind the teacher'S desk. The talk had no time limit, although 
most talks were completed in under five minutes. After the oral presen­
tation, the teacher, the student giving the talk, and the rest of the stu­
dents completed their score sheets. 
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Analysis 

Pearson product-moment correlations were used to analyze the indi­
vidual self-assessment, the PA, and the TA scores, with the alpha level 
set at .05. Use of the Pearson correlation procedure assumes the pres­
ence of interval scales, equivalent reliability, independent data, a nor­
mal distribution, and a linear relationship (Hatch & Lazaraton, 1991, p. 
549). To check these assumptions, descriptive statistics were generated 
by StatView 4.5 for the Macintosh (1992). Correction for attenuation1 

was done using the formula from Guilford and Fruchter (1973, p. 439). 
The non-parametric Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test was also used to deter­
mine if there was any difference between the SSA scores and teacher 
scores. Cronbach's alpha, a measure of reliability, and the standard er­
ror of measurement (SEM) were calculated on a spreadsheet from the 
formula provided in Brown (1996, p. 196). 

Results 

The descriptive statistics reveal similarities between the SA and the 
TA scores (Table 1), with a mean assessment score of about 1.8 for each 
group. However, the mean PA score of 2.28 was higher than both SA 
and TA scores. The SLEP~ scores formed a fairly normal distribution. 
Therefore, a Pearson correlation was calculated for both groups of stu­
dents between their SA scores and the teacher scores to determine which 
group's ratings was closest to the ratings of the teacher. The correlation 
between the higher proficiency students' scores and the teacher scores 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics, Alpha Reliability, 
and SEM for SSA, PA, and TA 

SSA PA 

Mean 1.85 2.28 
Standard Deviation .63 .34 
Minimum 1.00 1.20 
Maximum 3.00 3.00 
Median 2.00 2.30 
Skewness .12 -.62 
Kurtosis -.53 .63 
Chronbach's alpha .84 .77 
SEM 1.12 .56 

TA 

1.80 
.74 

1.00 
3.00 
2.00 

.33 
-1.10 

.79 
1.63 
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was .241 (p < .0547), whereas the correlation between the lower profi­
ciency students' scores and the teacher scores was .187 (p < .695). To 
determine whether there was a significant difference between all SSA 
scores and TA scores, a Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test was performed. The 
results (z = -.575, P < .5653) indicate that there was no significant differ­
ence between the two sets of scores. 

Pearson correlations between the total scores for student assess­
ment, PA, and TA were calculated and corrected for attenuation (Table 
2). A low correlation was found between SSA and TA, a slightly higher 
correlation was found between SSA and PA, and a relatively strong 
correlation was found between PA and TA. R square, which is the Pearson 
correlation coefficient squared and expressed as a percentage, gives an 
indication of the magnitude of the relationship. The figure of six per­
cent for the relationship between the SSA scores and the teacher as­
sessment scores indicates that only six percent can be accounted for by 
the correlation, whereas 13% of the relationship between SSA and PA is 
explained, and 42% of the relationship between SSA and TA is ac­
counted for by the correlation, as shown below. 

To investigate the existence of gender differences in assessment score 
values, the scores were totaled for each student and the number of student 
scores that were higher and lower than TA scores was counted (Table 3). 
To account for standard error, if the difference between higher than TA 
and lower than TA scores was plus or minus one, these values were elimi­
nated and the resulting scores are referred to as adjusted scores. 

There were 12 students who rated themselves higher than the teacher'S 
ratings, and seven students who rated themselves lower. After eliminating 
the scores with values of plus or minus one from the teacher's scores, 
there were ten students who rated themselves higher than the teacher and 
six students who rated themselves lower. Of the ten who rated themselves 

Table 2: Pearson Product-Moment Correlations (r) 
Between SSA, PA and TA 

SSA and TA 
SSA and PA 
PA and TA 

r 

.207 

.285 

.508 

p 

.0104 

.0003 

.0001 

CIA 

.254 

.354 

.651 

.06 

.13 

.42 

SSA .. student self-assessment, TA = teacher assessment, PA = peer 
assessment, C/ A :;;: correction for attenuation 
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Table 3: Individual Student Scores Higher than TA and Lower than TA 

Males 
Females 
Totals 

Higher Lower 

7 
5 

12 

3 
4 
7 

Adjusted Higher Adjusted Lower 

5 
5 

10 

3 
3 
6 

higher, five were males and five were females. Of the six who rated them­
selves lower, three were males and three were females. Thus, there were 
no gender differences in scoring in the restricted sample used here. 

Discussion 

The first research question asked whether the SSA, PA, and TA test 
scores agreed. The descriptive statistics show that the SSA scores were 
similar to the TA scores. The correlations in Table 1 indicate a low 
correlation between the SSA and TA, a modest agreement between SSA 
and their peers, and a higher agreement between PA and TA. On the 
face of it, this would seem to suggest that students did not agree with 
the teacher in their assessment of themselves, whereas, as a group evalu­
ating each other (PA), their scores were similar to their teacher's scores. 
However this result should be interpreted cautiously. The SSA and teacher 
scores suffered from restriction of range, suggesting that the correlation 
coefficients were very likely depressed. The use of a limited Likert scale, 
with values of only one to three, produced the low variance. The rela­
tionship between SSA and TA therefore requires further investigation 
using a larger number of subjects and an instrument with a greater 
number of choices, permitting more variance. 

The second research question asked whether higher proficiency learn­
ers would exhibit better agreement between their self-evaluations and 
the teacher evaluations than the lower proficiency group. The answer to 
this question was inconclusive. The correlation between the teacher 
scores and the higher ability students scores (r = .241; P < .05) was higher 
than the correlation between the lower ability students and the teacher 
(r = .187; P < .70), but was not statistically significant. 

The third research question involved the impact of gender on the 
evaluation process. As shown in Table 3, the number of male students 
who rated themselves higher or lower than the teacher was exactly the 
same as the number of female students who scored themselves higher 



PERSPECJ7VES 123 

or lower. In this limited study, gender was not significant, but it should 
be noted that the number of subjects was low. 

Research question four asked whether the SSA scores would be higher 
or lower than the teacher scores. The results indicate there was no 
difference between SSA scores and teacher scores. This suggests that 
students were assessing themselves in a manner similar to the teacher 
and provides some support for the validity of SSA, keeping in mind the 
limitations of this pilot study. 

Conclusion 

Problems with the present study include the restricted Likert scale which 
produced a narrow band of scores, the small number of subjects, and the 
use of a data collection instrument which was not validated. Therefore the 
findings reported here are not generalizable. Nevertheless, this prelimi­
nary study is encouraging in that the student peer-assessment appears to 
be similar to teacher assessment in the group studied. Suggestions for 
future research include use of a validated data collection instrument, a 
much laIger number of subjects and a five-point Likert scale to increase the 
score range. There is also a clear need for longitudinal studies which 
examines the effect of experience and training on student assessment. 
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Notes 
1. Attenuation is a correction for reliability applied to a correlation coeffi­

cient. Correlation assumed perfect reliability. If the reliability is .70, this means 
that 30010 of the score is error which lowers the correlation coefficient. Attenua­
tion takes this into account. 
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Appendix 

Oral Presentation Score Sheet Used by Students and Teacher 

Speaker Date 

needs work ok great 
VOICE 

loudness 2 3 
clear 2 3 
speed 2 3 

BODY LANGUAGE 
eye contact 2 3 
gesture 2 3 

CONTENT 
Introduction 2 3 
interesting talk 2 3 
conclusion 2 3 




