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ABSTRACT

Background: Traditionally, feedback on written work is unidirectional, with
academics feeding back to students. This project aimed to establish bi-directional feedback between the student and academics through a process of self-assessment.
Objectives: To improve the process of student-centered feedback by including a self-assessment component to an assessment task.
Design: A two-phased, mixed methods explanatory sequential approach was used.
Settings: Students were enrolled across two campuses at a large university in Victoria, Australia.
Participants: The Phase One sample consisted of all students enrolled in Year One and Year Three of the Bachelor of Nursing. There were 484 students enrolled in Year
One, and 419 students enrolled in Year Three. Some students elected not to complete the self-assessment rubric, and those students were removed from the sample.
This left 430 Year One, and 324 Year Three assessments in the sample. Convenience sampling was used in Phase Two to collect qualitative data via semi-structured
focus groups from students in years One and Three.
Methods: Quantitative data of student-assessed and academic-assessed marks were entered by a research assistant and then analysed using SPSS. Qualitative data
were collected from a semi-structured interview and focus group with Year One and Year Three students. Qualitative data were then thematically analysed.
Results and conclusions: Year One students were closer at estimating their own grade (M = 3.60; SD = 11.94) than Year Three students (M = 6.47; SD = 12.81).
Students often underestimated their grade to see if the marker would match it or provide them with a higher grade. Year One students have trouble finding and
utilising evidence while Year Three students cite this as a strength.

When students engaged with the process, their self-review of work enabled them to improve the work prior to submission, and academic feedback was more
meaningful. However, many students lacked trust in the process, and instead opted to ‘game the system’, hoping to hide flaws in their work, or draw extra marks from

an academic by marking their own work down.

1. Background

Self-assessment has a positive role in learning and on the develop-
ment of professional competence. It is associated with enhanced student
responsibility and self-regulation of learning (Lew et al., 2010). Self-
regulated learning can support students to direct and regulate their
actions towards goals, therefore developing expertise and self-im-
provement strategies (Lew et al., 2010). Self-regulated students actively
engage with their environment and use resources effectively (Iwamoto
et al., 2017). According to Zimmerman (2002), the final phase of self-
regulated learning is self-reflection, a critical skill for all health pro-
fessionals. Additionally, the transformation from novice student to
lifelong learner requires self-regulatory skills, a desirable attribute for
health professional graduates who are constantly required to adapt to a
dynamic work environment.

Feedback is an important component of learning in the tertiary
environment and it requires increasing resources as student numbers
continue to grow. The challenge is to develop and sustain efficient and
meaningful feedback processes that enable self-improvement. Self-

assessment provides the opportunity for feedback to begin with the
student. This process of feedback is encouraged because it provides
students with the opportunity to engage in feedback dialogue with
academics (Iwamoto et al., 2017).

Students' lack of power in the assessment process is considered
detrimental to their learning (Tan, 2004). Reducing the unilateral
power of academics in the assessment process may serve as a basis for
incorporating student self-assessment, to empower students in the as-
sessment process by encouraging them to start the feedback process by
identifying their strengths, weaknesses and feedback needs.

This study explored the effects of a self-assessment process for un-
dergraduate nursing students. The intervention (student self-assess-
ment) was intended to support students in critiquing and improving
their work, to regulate their own learning and start the feedback pro-
cess (Orsmond et al., 2013; Pereira et al., 2016). The academic staff
intended to focus their feedback on the student's self-identified
strengths and weaknesses, to produce student centered feedback (Flores
et al., 2015). Year One and Three students were included in the study,
to explore and compare the self-assessment experiences of novice to
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more experienced students.
2. Design

A two-phased, mixed methods explanatory sequential approach was
used in this study. In Phase One, quantitative data were collected from
written assessment rubrics completed by students and academics. In
Phase Two, qualitative data were collected via a semi-structured in-
terview and focus group with students in Years One and Three of the
Bachelor of Nursing program. The qualitative data were collected to
give context and meaning to the quantitative results (Creswell, 2009;
Fetters et al., 2013).

2.1. Sample

The Phase One sample consisted of written assessment rubrics
completed by both students and academics for students enrolled in
Years One and Year Three of the Bachelor of Nursing program in a large
university in Victoria, Australia. Students were enrolled across two
campuses. There were 484 students enrolled in Year One, and 419
students enrolled in Year Three.

The written assessments were case-based, and focused on patient
assessment and management, for an increasing complexity of patient
presentation. Students in both year levels were encouraged to complete
a self-assessment rubric, which was submitted with their assessment.
The academic staff then used the same rubric to allocate their marks
and provide individualised feedback based on areas of significant dis-
crepancy in marks.

Some students elected not to complete the assessment rubric, and
those students were removed from the sample. This left 430 Year One,
and 324 Year Three assessments in the sample. Each assessment had
two completed rubrics; one completed by the student, and one com-
pleted by the academic.

Convenience sampling was used in Phase Two to collect qualitative
data via a semi-structured interview and focus group. Students in Years
One and Three were invited to participate in either an interview or
focus group. One interview was conducted with a single Year One
student and one focus group was conducted for Year Three students.

2.2. Ethical approval

Ethics approval was obtained from the relevant university Human
Research Ethics Committee prior to data collection. The participant
recruitment, interview and focus group were undertaken by members of
the research team who were not involved in teaching or assessing the
students.

2.3. Data collection

Academic rubric data were entered directly into the university's
learning management system (LMS) when the assessment tasks were
marked. The data were largely numerical (marks) but free text ‘feed-
back’ data were also collected. These data were downloaded directly
into an Excel spreadsheet. The student self-assessed rubric data had
been scanned and uploaded into the LMS by students. These data were
manually retrieved (each document downloaded) and numerical and
free-text data entered into the Excel spreadsheet by the research as-
sistant (DVR). Random checks of 10% of data were undertaken by
members of the research team to ensure data accuracy. No errors were
identified. The student and academic data were matched in Excel by
student identification number, and then the student identification
number was removed, making the data anonymous.

The interview and focus group explored the student experience of
using a self-assessment rubric prior to submission of their assessment,
and after receipt of their grade and feedback. The interview and focus
group were undertaken by members of the research team who were not
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involved in teaching or assessing the students. The interview and focus
group were held in a private room on each campus, at times convenient
to the participants. These were digitally recorded and transcribed ver-
batim.

2.4. Data analysis

Quantitative data were analysed using Statistical Package for Social
Sciences (SPSS) V.23 (IBM Corporation, 2012). Prior to commencing
data analysis, the data were assessed for normality. The Kolmogorov-
Smirnov test revealed a p value of 0.084 (Year One) and 0.200 (Year
Three) indicating that the data, when evaluated by academic grade,
were normally distributed. As a result, parametric tests were used to
evaluate the data (Pallant, 2013).

Descriptive statistics were used to describe the student results.
Paired-samples t-tests were used to compare the student self-assessment
in each year level, with the academic assessment (Polit and Beck,
2014). Quantitative content analysis was used to analyse the free-text
data in the student and academic rubrics (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005).
Qualitative data were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and
Clarke, 2006). Reported student and academic expectations and beha-
viours informed the themes developed. Interview participants were
allocated codes to distinguish between participants. For example, FG P2
refers to the second participant in the focus group.

2.5. Integration of data

The data collected in this study were integrated at several points.
The sequential design allowed the quantitative data to guide qualitative
data collection. The sample used in the interview and focus group were
derived from the student self-assessment sample (Teddlie and
Tashakkori, 2009). These helped to clarify quantitative results and
provided context and meaning (Creswell, 2009; Fetters et al., 2013).

3. Results

There were 430 Year One student results, and 324 Year Three stu-
dent results, which summed to 1508 result files (two sets of results per
student). Students in both cohorts allocated higher scores than the
academics. Year One students were closer at estimating their own grade
(M =3.60; SD =11.94) than Year Three students (M = 6.47;
SD = 12.81) (Fig. 1). Although the mean difference between student-
assessed scores and academic-assessed scores appears to be reasonably
small in Fig. 1, this is influenced by the fact that some students over-
estimated their grade, while others underestimated, which appears to
have balanced the average grades. As such, a paired samples T-Test
showed there was a significant difference between student and aca-
demic results (Table 1).

The allocation of higher scores may be explained by students trying
to ‘game the system’ and avoid negatively influencing the marker by
pointing out errors in their work. Gaming the system is discussed later
in the paper.

Closer examination of the quantitative data showed that many
students under-estimated their grade, by as much as 25 marks in some
cases (Fig. 2). Again, explanations about this linked to gaming the
system, with students hoping that a low grade might encourage aca-
demics to boost their grade. In the free-text comments, students in Year
One described a lack of confidence and skill in searching for, analysing
and applying evidence. Year Three students identified this as a strength,
and this was supported by the grades awarded in Year Three for citing
and referencing. There were 10 marks available to students to reflect
the quality of the sources they used, and students in Year Three
awarded themselves 8.34 (SD 1.35) and the academics awarded the
Year Three students 7.91 (SD 1.47).
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Fig. 1. Total grades awarded by student and academic; by year level.

Table 1
Difference between self-assessed and academic assessed scores.
Self-assessed Academic assessed  Difference in P
score score scores
mean (SD) mean (SD) mean (SD)
Year One 68.77 (7.85) 65.43 (10.56) 3.34 (11.35) < 0.001
Year Three  72.84 (10.23) 66.54 (12.59) 6.31 (12.99) < 0.001

3.1. Adopting a new lens

Students in the semi-structured interview and focus group described
creating distance between themselves and their work, adopting a new
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objective lens when reviewing their work prior to submitting it for
marking. A Year One student described having to “really look at” their
assessment prior to submission and being “forced to read everything”
they had written again, before being satisfied that it was ready for
submission (I1). A Year Three student “found it really good to be able to
reflect and... take a step back” prior to submitting their work (FG P1).
The same student found it a “meaningful” process to stop and
thoughtfully re-read their work prior to submission.

This was reported to empower the students in the feedback process.
Some students used this opportunity to improve their work before
submission:

I was able to see what I could have improved on, and the wording of
such things, and I was able to go back and, like break it down and

S

Mark discrepancy

e ear One

Fig. 2. Discrepancy in results, Year One and Year Three
Note. Positive number means academic awarded higher grade than student.

e Year Three
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see how I could improve that and reiterate more phrases and words
into it to make more sense to the assessor, so kind of building it all
up again.

(FG, P1)

Other students were simply pleased that the feedback matched their
own assessment of their work:

...she liked the parts that I picked up on in my self-assessment,
because when she was looking at it, she picked up on those parts too
and it was nice to see that I had picked up on that and I knew where
I could improve. And she said, “I don't need to tell you where you
need to improve on because you already picked up in that”. So, I
thought it was really reflective in terms of my self-assessment.
(FG, P1)

Not all students took the self-assessment task as seriously. One Year
Three student acknowledged that during the self-assessment, she
identified that the work could be improved, but did not attempt to
address this: “There was definitely one section where I missed a couple
of bits, but I sort of just put that to the back of my mind” (FG P1).
Failure to address issues in the paper was attributed to the students
simply seeing this as just “another thing I need to do” rather than a
“learning tool” designed to start the feedback process (FG P3). The
student said “I could have taken it more seriously” (FG P3).

The inability to create distance between the student and their work
was described by another Year Three student who found that the self-
reflection was nothing more than an activity to “fill it out, attach it and
submit it” for marking (FG P2).

3.2. Trust in the process and the marker

When completing the self-reflection, honesty was affected by whe-
ther students' trusted and believed in the marking process, the academic
marking the work and the markers intentions. A Year One student who
participated in an interview was concerned about whether the “markers
really look at our own self-assessments” (I1). The same student was
uncertain as to the effect the self-assessment would have on their grade
for the assessment and whether it “is useful for the examiner” to have
the self-assessment prior to marking the students work.

A Year Three student believed the process of feedback was strictly
the job of the academic team: “Isn't that their job to mark our work?”
(FG P3). The same student was suspicious as to why the marker wanted
the student to mark their own work prior to submission: “If I point out a
bad point, are they going to go looking for more bad points?” The same
student described either accepting or rejecting the mark they were
subsequently given based on whether they had a “good relationship
with the academic” rather than how it compared to their own self-as-
sessment of their work. This student reported that they would be upset
if their work was marked by an academic they did not know and trust.
Another Year Three student shared a similar perception, highlighting
that they would “just cop the mark” allocated to them if they had “very
high respect” for the academic (FG P2).

3.3. Gaming the system for better marks

Some of the students involved, described gaming the system to hide
mistakes in their work and improve their chances of achieving higher
marks. A Year One student described trying to balance the grade they
thought the marker would provide and what they self-allocated (I1).
The student stated that they “put pass to credit” for their self-assess-
ment so that the marker will “think it's better than that” and provide
them with a higher mark. A Year Three student described avoiding
highlighting problems in their assessment task so that they were not
“telling the marker what to go and find” (FG P2). Another Year Three
student was concerned about giving the marker “bad points for them to
go and find” (FG P3). This student said “I didn't take it seriously”
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because they were concerned that the marker would use their self-as-
sessment to justify allocating them a lower grade.

4. Discussion

The focus group data revealed a significant variation in the quality
of the learning experience in the self-assessment process. Some students
had a meaningful experience; they were immersed in the process and
took it seriously. They saw it as an opportunity to initiate and take some
ownership in assessment feedback dialogue. These students actively
used the process to make changes to their work and when assessor
feedback was reflected in their own self-assessment there was a sense of
empowerment and increased confidence in self-regulation of learning.
Conversely, some students didn't embrace the process and as a result,
the quality of the experience was affected. The process became a task
(ticking the boxes) and students didn't look back at their work to make
improvements as anticipated.

These variations in the student self-assessment experience are ex-
plained by a complex interplay of student and academic expectations
and behaviours, as described in the results. Student behaviour and
approach to learning are contingent on their experience and interaction
with the learning environment (Ning and Downing, 2012). Factors in-
fluencing learning experience include teaching quality, clear goals and
standards, appropriate workload and assessment and generic skills de-
velopment (Ning and Downing, 2012). Students with previous self-as-
sessment experience had confidence in the process and a clearer un-
derstanding of its purpose as a teaching and learning tool, which
enhanced the quality of their learning experience. These students also
had a more positive attitude to self-assessment. The literature indicates
that effective learning and academic achievement not only requires
effective study skills, but a positive attitude, motivation and self-reg-
ulation (Ning and Downing, 2012).

Workload was a learning experience factor identified in the focus
group data. Some students discussed getting the task done quickly or at
the last minute so they could move forward with the next assessment.
Whereas other students were able to manage their workload effectively
and allowed sufficient time for a more meaningful learning experience.
This indicates a disparity in student's self-regulatory skills, because self-
regulation incorporates the ability to plan and organise (Ning and
Downing, 2012). Khusainova and Ivutina (2016) discuss the differences
in development of self-regulatory skills between students and Iwamoto
et al. (2017) state that low self-regulation can lead to counterproductive
learner behaviour, such as disengagement. The literature suggests that a
workload that is perceived as too heavy is associated with surface ap-
proaches to learning (Ramsden, 1991). Adopting a student-centered
approach to planning assessment and enhancing student's self-reg-
ulatory skills may assist in mitigating this problem.

The student relationship with the assessor was a prominent factor in
the focus group data across both year levels. The quality of the re-
lationship was important in determining student's attitude, behaviour
and motivations towards the self-assessment process. Students pre-
ferred a trustful relationship with the marker, with rapport and
meaningful connection. This was a determining factor in how seriously
students took the experience and how they received their feedback. A
respectful relationship with the marker equated to increased feedback
credibility. This has implications for the use of casual teachers who are
unknown to the students whose work they are marking.

The quantitative data revealed academic numerical scores were
lower than the students' scores, previous studies have found similar
trends (Brown et al., 2015). This highlights the need to ensure the
purpose of self-assessment is clear to students. It's important for aca-
demics to question their motivations for the use of self-assessment (Tan,
2004). It is suggested that self-assessment should not be utilised as
assessment, but as a tool for reflection and building competence in self-
regulation (Brown et al., 2015).

Focus group data also exposed the tendency for some students to
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anticipate assessors marking preferences, leading to ‘gaming’ in their
own self-assessment. Student's motivations for doing this included
trying to ‘game the system’ by underplaying deficits and playing it safe.
This behaviour was apparent across both student groups. This was re-
flected in the quantitative data analysis where many students sig-
nificantly underestimated their marks. Tan (2004) discusses the inward
tendencies of students to self-assess according to teacher preferences.
Self-assessment can also be affected by the social environment of the
learning facility or classroom, student's unrealistic expectations of
themselves and students wanting to protect their own self-worth
(Brown et al., 2015). This issue can also be linked to trust and student's
appreciation of self-assessment as a tool for learning. Previous learning
experiences may have been dominated by unilateral assessment pro-
cesses, which indicates students need more support to become auton-
omous in the self-assessment process for it to be used as a meaningful
tool (Tan, 2004).

Self-doubt and self-consciousness were a feature in the focus group
data, particularly reflected by Year One students. This can be correlated
with trust and previous experiences with self-assessment. This also in-
dicates self-assessment isn't necessarily an empowering experience for
all students. This a reflected in the literature, where Tan (2004) states,
there is the assumption that student participation in the assessment
process enhances empowerment. Tan (2004) suggests focusing on the
learning experience and motivations for self-assessment, rather than
student autonomy as an end goal.

The students' role in the self-assessment process was another im-
portant variable revealed by the focus group data. Some students re-
ported being able to see their work through an objective lens, the dis-
tance providing a reflective advantage in being able to view their work
as an assessor. Other students were confused by their role as an assessor
and couldn't identify with it, this was coupled with some suspicion and
mistrust in the process. Research by Siles-Gonzalez and Solano-Ruiz
(2016) supports the notion that self-assessment is a novel concept for
students and requires them to reinterpret their role. The development of
critical thinking and reflective skills occurs over a longer period,
building slowly towards self-assessment by first involving students in
the development of assessment may contribute to more effective and
meaningful student participation.

4.1. Limitations

A limitation of this research was the small sample size of students
from both year levels in the focus groups. A single Year One student
participated in an interview and three Year Three students participated
in a focus group. The attitudes towards self-assessment of these students
may not reflect that of the larger cohort of students or adequately ex-
plain the quantitative results.

In addition to the above limitation, the research was limited by the
fact that the participants were all recruited from a single Bachelor of
nursing program. Results may not be generalizable to all nursing stu-
dents.

While the participants in the interviews and focus groups seemed to
respond honestly, knowing the academics from previous units of study
may have influenced some participant's responses or lack of responses
to questions.

4.2. Recommendations

To improve student engagement in the self-assessment process, the
purpose of self-assessment needs to be made explicit to the students
which it was not in this study. The interviews and focus group revealed
that students were cautious in participating in the process as they were
unsure of the intentions of the academics. It would be prudent that time
is spent in-class explaining the purpose of self-assessment, providing
examples of previous student self-assessments and supporting students
to self-assess their work.
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Many schools of nursing enrol large numbers of students and rely on
casual teaching staff to assess student work. We recommend that casual
teaching staff are formally introduced to students either in-person or
through online forum posts or videos to enable a connection between
the student and the markers to further build trust in the feedback
process.

5. Conclusion

The findings from this study (1) supports findings from research into
student self-assessment that demonstrates that students over-estimate
the quality of their work (2) supports previous findings that students
take into account factors such as teacher preferences when assessing
their own work, and (3) supports research into self-assessment that
demonstrates that not all students appreciate being involved in the
feedback process.

In addition, the findings provide guidance for schools of nursing
regarding how they may integrate self-assessment into their curriculum
including some of the pitfalls. Through examining student results,
combined with their experiences of self-assessment we have demon-
strated that self-assessment can be a useful process for students, how-
ever the intentions of the process need to be made clear to ensure
meaningful engagement and accurate reflection on submitted work.
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