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Abstract 
 
Middle and high school student attitudes about online peer assessment were examined 
in this exploratory study.  One hundred and eighty four students answered a 16-item 
questionnaire about their experiences with online peer assessment.  Overall, students 
in Canada converged with those in Asia with respect to attitude.  That is, Canadian 
students tended to have a positive attitude toward the implementation of online peer 
assessment in their classrooms.  Unlike previous studies, students from a wider range 
of grade levels and subject areas were questioned.  Directions for future studies that 
involve the peer assessment process in the school system are discussed. 
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SWDYT: So What Do You Think?  
Canadian Students’ Attitudes about Online Peer 
Assessment 
 

The application of computer technology to education, or e-learning, continues to 
garner attention from various Canadian, and presumably other Ministries of Education.  
Understandably, e-learning technologies are an important element to the educational 
experience of current (and future) students because, as any educator will attest, 
digital technology is everywhere including in the classroom.  It is therefore important 
that we understand not only the effectiveness of various e-learning technologies but 
that we understand how our students feel about the use of such technologies in our 
educational system.  

 
It is well known that many Canadian students use the internet regularly to 

acquire information (Gibson & Oberg, 1999; 2004).  Chat rooms, forums, and other 
online applications are, for instance, examples of common online avenues that 
students use to seek information for learning.  Students often use chat rooms for help 
with homework assignments (Community Access Program Government of Canada; 
Swift & Taylor, 2003), and use Wikipedia ‘to communicate, collaborate, or contribute 
to a common pool of knowledge’ (Ebner, Kickmeier-Rust, & Holzinger, 2008, p. 200).  
Moreover, voluntarily participating in a forum has been found to enhance course 
performance and also slightly increase exam performance in university level students 
(Cheng, Paré, Collimore, & Joordens, 2011).  These findings clearly demonstrate that 
students are using the internet for learning despite it being a non-traditional method 
of learning information. 

 
The reliance of such online applications is not confined to higher education; 

many elementary and high school-aged students engage in technology-enhanced 
learning as well.  Garland (2006) noted that portable computers are becoming 
increasingly common in K-12 schools, as is online access (Gray  & Lewis, 2009).  
Students are using such technologies for many domains including writing, drawing, 
logical arguments, and mathematics The conclusion seems clear; the effects of 
technology in educational settings on the development of young children are strongly 
positive.  Students who use e-learning technologies have been found to show greater 
gains in intelligence, problem solving, and language skills compared with those who 
do not use such technologies (Clements & Samara, 2003; Haugland, 1999; 
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Swaminathan & Wright, 2003; Vernadakis et al., 2005).  Clearly e-learning is 
becoming ubiquitous in the Canadian school system across all levels and domains. 

 
Also occurring in recent years has been a shift in how educators assess their 

students, with certain technologies gaining popularity.  For educators, assessment is 
the process of collecting information that reflects how well a student is reaching the 
curriculum expectations in a subject. Tests and examinations are two classic ways of 
measuring student progress and are integral to the education system; this is known 
as summative assessment or assessment of learning.  In contrast, when educators 
identify and respond to the students’ learning needs, this is known as formative 
assessment, of which there are two main forms: assessment as learning and 
assessment for learning (see Bennett, 2011, for a review; Black & Wiliam, 1998)).  
With assessment for learning, educators give students rich feedback and 
encouragement through scaffolding and instruction for improvement.  Educators who 
use assessment as learning help their students develop the capacity to be 
independent learners who are able to set individual goals, monitor their own progress, 
determine next steps, and reflect on their thinking and learning.  To implement 
assessment as learning strategies into their classrooms, educators have begun to use 
e-learning technologies, such as online assessment tools.   

 
Several researchers have reported that digital assessment tools are being used 

more frequently in the classroom, and that students are benefiting from the use of 
these tools (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Cho & MacArthur, 2010; Falchicov, 2001; Lin, Liu, 
& Yuan, 2001; Paré & Joordens, 2008, 2009); this is especially true of higher 
education classrooms.  Paré and Joordens, for example, have a series of studies that 
highlight the use of online peer-assessment and its benefits in a large-sized university 
course.  Their work has shown that the peer-assessment process fosters the 
development of critical thinking skills by exposing students to a wide range of levels of 
work produced in the classroom.  By asking students to give comments and rate each 
others work, students are encouraged to think deeply about, for example, what makes 
something “a good” paper versus “a bad” one.  More specifically, Paré and Joordens 
found that when a summative online peer- assessment tool was used, the average 
grade given by a set of peer markers was similar to the grade given by experts 
(2008), and that 6 is the optimal number of assessors to use in higher education to 
ensure validity of peer-assessment grades (2009).  In addition, their students 
reported positive reactions to the online peer-assessment method, as measured by a 
questionnaire, in their studies. These findings can be used to reassure those students 
who report having negative feelings about the fairness of other online peer-
assessment tools (Kaufman & Schunn, 2010).  Given these findings, and the increased 
use of peer-assessment in the classroom, it becomes important for educators to 
continually find out how students feel about the presence of online assessment tools 
in the classroom in order to make the learning environment as cohesive and 
appropriate as possible.  
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Past research has also revealed that when technology is used in the classroom, 
student engagement is heightened.  For instance, using computers or other 
technologies to complete an assignment has been found to encourage students to 
engage in both problem solving and critical thinking exercises (Muir, 1994; Peck & 
Dorricot, 1994).  Similarly, teachers reported that students were excited to use tablet 
computers in their class, and that preschool students said that they liked using the 
tablets even in light of technical difficulties (Couse & Chen, 2010).  These are 
promising, albeit indirect, reports of students’ perceptions about digital technology use 
in the classroom. 

 
 To better understand student attitudes about digital technology then, it is 

important that we gather as much information about attitudes as we can.  Work in the 
area of usability evaluation for software and websites is comparable and can be 
insightful.  For example, research on usability evaluation relies on the self-report 
method in which users document problems they have, noting where they encountered 
the problem and how severe they found the problem.  Studies by Andreasen et al. 
(2009) and Castillo et al. (1998) have suggested that that the self-reported usability 
problems method is an effective method for discovering users attitudes about software 
applications (e.g., Mozilla).  In fact, these studies suggest that users do reasonably 
well at reporting usability problems.  On average, users report about half the 
problems trained usability professionals find while watching users in a lab, and they 
are good at finding problems that experts often miss.  For example, users are good at 
finding learnability issues compared to experts because users tend to have a different 
frame of mind when testing software for usability (Andreasen et al., 2009).  Given this 
knowledge, studies that wish to look at students’ attitudes about digital technology 
use in the classroom may benefit from the use of a self-reporting methodology.  

  
When it comes to uncovering students’ attitudes about digital technology use, 

questionnaires are often implemented.  Questionnaires are a type of self-report 
measure, consisting of a set of highly structured questions that can directly examine 
student attitudes.  Studies that use questionnaires to investigate student’ attitudes 
about the internet and specifically the use of digital technology in the classroom are 
becoming more commonplace in the literature.  Wen & Tsai (2006) found that 
Taiwanese University mostly held positive attitudes towards the peer-assessment 
exercises and the peer-ssessment in genereal. However, the students seemed to 
considered online peer-assessment as a technical tool rather than as a e-learning 
process.  Other studies with university students report convergent findings (Kaufman 
& Schunn, 2010; Kingsley 2010; Li, Steckelberg, & Srinivasan, 2008; Liaw, Huang, & 
Chen, 2007; Vickerman, 2009).  That is, students have mostly positive perceptions of 
online peer-assessment tools when their work is graded by both an instructor and a 
set of peers (Kaufman & Schunn, 2010), and students have reported having a positive 
experience with peer-assessment exercises because they believed it enhanced their 
learning and development (Vickerman, 2009). 
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Much less is known about high school students attitudes about e-learning and 
technology, although findings from existing studies suggest that high school students 
attitudes about e-learning and technology are somewhat inline with those of university 
and college level students (Tsai, Lin, & Tsai, 2001; Lin, Liu, & Yuan, 2002; Tseng & 
Tsai, 2007). Wong and Ng (2005) found that even though some younger students are 
not as good at giving feedback to their peers, or they find the process to be long and 
arduous, overall younger students find assignments that use online peer- assessment 
more interesting than regular non-peer assessment assignments, and they find 
learning more interesting when online peer-assessment is used.  Slight variations in 
attitudes may be the result of the fact that high school student attitudes are more 
impressionable than university level students, with studies demonstrating that student 
attitudes towards all subjects, including computing, is significantly affected by high 
school teachers (Barker et al., 2009; Tillberg & Cohoon, 2005).  

  
Given not much research has been collected on the attitudes of students in 

middle and high school, the current study further examined student beliefs in this age 
range and also across a number of schools and subject areas in Canada.  We asked 
students to comment on their experience after using an online peer-assessment tool, 
and expected to find that in general, similar to university level students,  younger 
students would think positively about using online peer- assessment tools in their 
classroom.. 
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Method 
 
Participants 
 

In total, approximately 391 students participated in this field study.  Upon 
completion of an online class assignment, all students received a link to the online 
surveys given by their teacher.  Students ranged from grade 8 through 12 from 
various provinces in Canada, with the majority of student residing in Ontario, British 
Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Nova Scotia.  The final sample included 184 
students. The data reported here is based on this final sample.   
 
Materials 
 

Student Survey.  Student surveys consisted of 16 items, many of which were 
close-ended (see Appendix A).  Items were used to asked students about prior 
knowledge on the assignment content, attitudes about online peer-assessment, usage 
of the tool, what they liked and disliked about the tool, and what they learnt from the 
peer-assessment process.  For example, an item about student attitudes about online 
peer-assessment read “I think there is a benefit to online peer-assessment” with 
options on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  The 
survey was administered using a free online survey service; this allowed for quick and 
easy administration to respondents who were not in the same city as the primary 
investigator.  
 
Procedure 
 

Teachers received an email to set up a field test for their class and were 
responsible for determining whether or not the field test would be done in class or as 
a homework assignment.  Once permission was granted, each teacher received a user 
account for the online peer-assessment tool used in this study.  This online tool, called 
Cogneeto, was a modified-for-School version of peerScholar, which has been 
effectively used in the higher education context  (Pare & Joordens 2008, 2009).  For K 
-12 students, the peer-assessment process consisted of four phases:  In Phase 1, 
known as Create, students created a draft of their assignment and submitted it to the 
system making sure that it followed the rubric’s guidelines and their teacher’s 
instructions.  In Phase 2, Assess, students assessed a fixed number of peer draft 
assignments.  The number of assessors varied across classes, and was selected by 
their teacher.  The modification of the online system occurred in Phase 3, 
Reflect/Revise, which allows students to actively reflect upon the peer feedback they 
received and to rewrite their final submission and submit it to their teacher.   Phase 4, 
Evaluate, is also new to the K-12 peer-assessment process; this additional phase 
allows the teacher to evaluate the students’ work including the various stages of the 
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online process.  This modified process can be easily remembered as the C.A.R.E 
process (i.e., Create, Assess, Reflect/Revise, and Evaluate). 

 
 Each teacher used an assignment of their choice, thus the rubrics and the 
lengths of each assignment were class specific.  For instance, in one class the 
assignment (from phase 1 to 3) was a month long while in another class it was one 
day long.  All assignment details were listed on the online tool, and all submissions 
were done electronically through this tool.  Students were expected to complete the 
assignment online and in a timely manner.  Students were aware that they were 
participating in a field test, and were told that they would be asked about their 
experiences afterward. 
 
 Once the assignments were completed, teachers were sent the survey links.  
Teachers were asked to distribute the student survey links to their students.  All 
teachers received the survey link approximately one week after the completion of the 
assignment (i.e., upon completion of the evaluate phase). 
 
 
Results and Discussion 
 

The final sample of student responders was roughly equally distributed with 
respect to gender (Males = 52.2% and Females = 47.8%).  Other than the students 
from Ontario (11.4%), students were equally from Alberta (20.7%), British Columbia 
(23.4%), Nova Scotia (23.9%), and Saskatchewan (20.7%).  Respondents were also 
mostly high school level students (gr. 8 = 20.7%, gr.9 = 4.9%, gr. 10 = 20.1%, gr.11 
= 45.7%, gr.12 = 8.7%).   

 
The response rate for the student questionnaire was 47.1%.  This is lower than 

the response rates reported in previous studies with high school students (around 
70%, Lin et al., 2002, Wong & Ng, 2005).  It is likely that our response rate was lower 
because in this study students received the link to the questionnaire from their 
teacher and not from the researcher.  Because of this students may not have seen the 
completion of the survey as mandatory, but rather as an exercise that did not need to 
be completed in a timely manner.  Another reason for the lower response rate could 
be timing.  Recall that students received the link for the survey only once they had 
completed the assignment, and since teachers determined when the assignment 
ended, some students finished the assignment earlier in the semester than others.  As 
a result, students finishing later in the term most likely did not have time to complete 
the survey before school let out for the summer.  The results of the survey regarding 
attitudes about internet usage as well as peer assessment is summarized in Figures 1 
through 3. 
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Figure 1.  Percentage of student responses to the item “ I feel confident in using the 
internet”  
(N = 184) 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2.  Percentage of student responses to the item “ I think there is a benefit to 
online peer-assessment” (N = 184) 
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Figure 3.  Percentage of student responses to the item “ I like online peer 
assessment” (N = 182) 
 

As the percentages show in the figures above, it appears from this field study of 
students’ attitudes of online peer-assessment that Canadian high schoolers also like 
using e-learning technologies, and specifically online peer-assessment tools, in their 
classrooms.  Like other high school students from around the world, the majority of 
the attitudes were positive suggesting that students are keen to use online tools in the 
classroom and that they feel engaged in the process.  The positive attitudes also 
highlight the fact that high schoolers are willing and able to use means of 
communication such as the internet and online applications to successfully submit 
their homework and/or school assignments. The use of e-learning technology is thus 
not a hindrance for students as they admit to liking online submissions. 

 
Additional findings from the survey revealed that 67.4% of students thought 

that it was easy to submit their composition to the peer assessment tool and 77.2% 
also thought it was also easy to read all of their peers’ composition in the online peer-
assessment tool.  Clearly, high school students feel like using online peer-assessment 
tools is manageable and easy to do in the classroom demonstrating once again that 
the use of e-learning technology is not a hindrance for students.   

 
Table 1 lists a random selection of written student responses to items 5, 6 and 

7 of the questionnaire.  Items 5 and 6 asked what students liked and did not like 
about the online peer- assessment tool, respectively, while item 7 asked about what 
they feel like they learned from the online peer-assessment process.  These open-
ended responses demonstrate that although students disliked some functionality 
about the online peer-assessment tool such as the inability to submit late assignment 
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without being flagged, students liked submitting their work online and liked not being 
reliant on paper submissions.  With respect to assessment for learning, students were 
very open about what they felt this online peer-assessment process did for them.  For 
example, students were able to use the feedback that they received to correct errors 
in their work, thus formulating what direction their work needed to go for the final 
submission. 

 

Student Responses to Item 5 – What did you LIKE 

11 “I liked how it sent my work to all my peers and how I was able to type 
right on the website” 

147 “I enjoyed submitting my own work to get feedback from my peers 
because it allows me to see where I am stronger and weaker in my 
writing. I liked knowing sections of my writing that others liked, and those 
that others thought needed to be supported/developed more. When my 
peers used my exact words to explain a concept to me in the feedback, it 
sounded effective, and I think it really helped me understand their point 
of views too.” 

 Responses to Item 6 – What did you DISLIKE 

92 “I disliked that if I missed the date of the assignment than I could not do 
the report anymore because I would be locked out.” 

 “The deadline time doesn't allow for students to hand in assignments late 
even for legitimate reasons as well as the formatting/editing features 
were frustrating to use.” 

 Responses to Item 7 – What did you learn from online 
peer assessment? 

48 “I felt that it helped me understand some of the errors i made in my 
assignment.” 

51 “With the online peer assessment system, since the anonymity was 
ensured, it was easier to write the assessment in a more objective point 
of view” 

Table 1.  A Sample of student responses to items 5, 6 and 7 of the questionnaire. 
  
There were no significant group differences among the survey responses on 

attitude for gender or grade; males did not differ from females, nor did the grade 
levels differ from one another (all ps > .05).  However, several one-way analysis of 
variances (ANOVA) were conducted to examine the effect of location on each item in 
the questionnaire.  The results revealed that there were some significant differences 
on student attitude of peer-assessment (i.e., the items) across the different locations 
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tested [item 2, F(4, 183) = 2.80, p = .03; item 4, F(4, 183) = 3.65, p = .01, item 8, 
F(4, 183) = 2.64, p = .04, item 9, F(4, 183) = 3.02, p = .02, item 12, F(4, 183) = 
3.70, p = .01]   Post hoc comparisons using Bonferroni corrections found five 
significant differences, with mean numbers closer to 1 representing agreement and 
means numbers closer to 2 representing disagreement.  The results showed that 
students from location 3 (M = 1.32, SE = .07) and from location 1 (M = 1.32, SE 
=.08) agreed more with item 4 “I like online peer-assessment” than those in location 
5 (M = 1.63, SE = .08).  A closer look at these different locations suggests that 
location 3 was one in which the teacher administering the online peer-assessment 
assignment was highly technical and experienced in using digital technologies.  This 
could explain why these students liked and may have had more confidence in using 
the online system than those in location 5.  This latter location was one in which the 
teacher only had some (to very little) technical experience.   

 
Students from location 3 (M = 1.25, SE = .07) also agreed with item 8 “After 

using Cogneeto, I still think of this activity as a way to understand an idea from 
different perspectives” more than those in location 2 (M = 1.55, SE = .08).  This 
result could stem from the fact that the teacher in location 3 gave students clearer 
instructions on what to expect from the online peer- assessment assignment.  For 
instance, the teacher from location 3 said “You are required to include two specific 
questions that you would like to ask for peer feedback about your writing”, whereas 
the teacher from location 2 did not elaborate on what kind of feedback was expected 
of the peer assessors.  Lack of clear instructions for phase 2: assess could thus have 
explained why students in location 2 did not agree strongly with item 8.  

 
Students from location 3 (M = 1.13, SE = .05) agreed more with item 9 “ it was 

easy to submit my work in Cogneeto” than those in location 2 (M = 1.45, SE = .08) 
and location 5 (M = 1.42, SE = .08), and finally students in location 3 (M = 1.18, SE 
= .06) agreed more with item 12 “overall, it was easy to use Cogneeto to complete 
my assignment” than students in location 5 (M = 1.49, SE = .08).  One reason why 
student attitudes about submitting (item 9) and completing (item 12) an online peer-
assessment assignment were more positive for students from location 3 is that these 
students simply had more experience using digital technologies to submit assignments 
than the other locations; these students were already using other e-learning 
strategies in their classroom prior to this field test.  Another reason for differences in 
attitude at the different locations could be related to the length of the assignment 
itself. The assignment was longer in location 3 than it was in location 2 or 5.  Perhaps 
students with longer assignments had more time to submit and complete all aspects 
of the online assignment without added stressors, hence the more positive attitudes 
about assignment submission.  Shorter assignments in location 2 and 5 means that 
these students could have encountered more time sensitive issues when submitting 
their assignment, which in turn could have negatively influenced their attitudes about 
submission and completion.  Students in location 5, for example, would often miss the 
due dates for each phase resulting in lower positive attitudes about the overall ease of 
use of an online system.   
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Conclusion 
 
In sum, students in Canadian schools hold positive attitudes towards e-learning 

technologies, including online peer-assessment tools.  Given these positive attitudes, 
we as educators should be willing to also learn how to administer and teach using 
such technologies, despite our teaching preferences or comforts.  Since student 
participation may rise if we use methods that capture their attention and current 
interests, it is important to implement teaching and learning strategies that not only 
follow along with the current times, but also maintain student interest and 
engagement.  

 
The presence of positivity in our students for online peer-assessment is 

encouraging for educators who are implementing the assessment for learning 
strategies in their teaching approach.  The use of online peer-assessment is a great 
process to use if assessment for learning is your goal.  In this study, when students 
used the online peer-assessment tool they not only got the opportunity to set 
individual goals when they created their own composition and submitted it to the tool, 
but they were then also able to reflect on their thinking and learning in the 
reflect/revise phase after reviewing the feedback that they had received from their 
peers.  By using an e-learning technology in this study, teachers enabled students to 
develop the capacity to be independent learners, who monitored their own progress 
and determined their next steps for their submissions.  

 
The current findings are the first to highlight that student attitudes about online 

peer assessment tools are quite positive - all over Canada.  Our work suggests that in 
order to maintain positive student attitudes about e-learning and online peer-
assessment more specifically, educators should be giving clear instructions about what 
is expected from students when e-learning is being implemented in the classroom, 
educators should be highly trained in the e-learning strategy that they wish to 
implement, as this helps students feels more comfortable asking teachers for help 
when it is needed, and educators should make sure to select an assignment and an 
appropriate amount of time for the length of the assignment, with longer assignments 
leading to more time for teachers to “correct” or “fix” any technical or other issues 
that may arise during the assignment.   

 
Those studying the implementation of e-learning technologies should 

continually survey student attitudes to ensure that students are liking, and hopefully 
learning from, these new teaching methods.  Additional studies should focus on the 
empirical benefits of peer-assessment at this educational level, such as how peer-
assessment based assignments differ from traditional, non peer-assessment based 
assignments, or what is the optimal number of peer assessors per grade, or what type 
of feedback is most helpful for the development of critical thought in school-aged 
children.  In light of our findings, we should also encourage educators to implement e-
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learning strategies into their classrooms so that our middle and high schools can have 
a well-rounded, enjoyable peer-enhanced educational experience. 
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APPENDIX A 
Student Questionnaire 

 
1. All about you - Please list your name, your teachers name, grade, name of 

school city, province.  (open-ended) 
 

2. Did you know anything about the concept/topic of this assignment beforehand?  
 

3. I feel very confident using the internet. 
 

4. I think there is a benefit to online peer-assessment. 
 

5. I like online peer-assessment. 
 

6. Before I used Cogneeto, I thought of this activity as a procedure for submitting 
my assignment. 
 

7. Before I used Cogneeto, I thought of this activity as a way to understand an 
idea from different perspectives. 
 

8. After I used Cogneeto, I still think of this activity as a procedure for submitting 
my assignment. 
 

9. After I used Cogneeto, I still think of this activity as a way to understand an 
idea from different perspectives. 
 

10. It was easy to submit my composition/work in Cogneeto. 
 

11. It was easy to read all of my peers' work in Cogneeto. 
 

12. It was easy to revise and resubmit my work in Cogneeto. 
 

13. Overall, Cogneeto was easy to use to complete my assignment. 
 

14. What did you LIKE about using Cogneeto? (open-ended) 
 

15. What did you DISLIKE about using Cogneeto? (open-ended) 
 

16. What do you feel you learned from the online peer-assessment process? (open-
ended) 

 


