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Introduction 

The term peer teaching is often used to describe the concept of peer tutoring. However, this 
does not apply to the context in which peer teaching is applied in the subject Curriculum and 
Assessment at the University of Melbourne. The following definition draws on Boud, Cohen 
and Sampson's (2001) notion of reciprocal peer learning and best describes the 
investigators' view of the peer teaching process: 

Peer teaching involves students learning from and with each other in ways 
which are mutually beneficial and involve sharing knowledge, ideas and 
experience between participants. The emphasis is on the learning process, 
including the emotional support that learners offer each other, as much as the 
learning itself. 

A significant part of Curriculum and Assessment's teaching methodology involves students 
working in professional learning teams to plan and teach a lesson to their peers. This 
process constitutes a major part of the subject's formal assessment, with self-assessment, 
peer assessment and teacher assessment combining to form the student's final grade. 

When first peer teaching was introduced to the subject, Curriculum and Assessment 
(hereafter referred to as C & A), it was a hurdle requirement. Last year it became an 
assessed task, involving three levels of assessment: teacher assessment, peer and self-
assessment. The decision to do this was based on discussions by the staff's determination 
to: 

• improve the quality of the peer teaching 'episodes' (the C & A team purposefully 
avoid using the more widespread term 'presentations' in order to encourage more 
constructivist teaching methods); 

• demonstrate to students that their involvement in all facets of their learning was 
considered important; 

• model teaching beliefs about teaching, learning and assessment; and 
• include authentic assessment tasks rather than just simulate or discuss these at a 

theoretical level. 



The research project outlined in this paper, investigated the perceptions of first year 
Bachelor of Teaching (primary and secondary pre-service teachers) and Diploma of 
Education (pre-service secondary teachers) about their peer teaching experiences and the 
associated assessment process of assessment. 

The Context 

Curriculum and Assessment is a core subject undertaken by all pre-service teachers in the 
Diploma of Education (Secondary) and Bachelor of Teaching (Primary and Secondary) 
courses at the University of Melbourne in the second semester. In the subject Learning and 
Teaching, which is a prerequisite for C & A, students have experienced working 
collaboratively in small group contexts and have been exposed to a wide range of student-
centred teaching strategies. This background experience is essential to undergoing the peer 
teaching process. 

The peer teaching process involves teams of three to six students collaboratively 
researching a topic that relates to a curriculum or teachers' work issue, and teaching it to 
their tutorial groups. As modelled in the Learning and Teaching workshops, the peer 
teaching must be interactive and student-centred. Provocative lecturing is deemed 
unacceptable. Following the peer teaching session and the assessment, students are 
required to individually complete a reflective statement about the process undertaken. In 
sum, the assignment task involves: 

• the collaborative planned peer teaching session; 
• the assessment process (completed by the tutor, the peer teaching team, and four 

peer assessors); and 
• an extended written reflective statement by individual students about the peer 

teaching process, with some reference to assessment of the team, the tutor and the 
peer assessors. 

The Significance of Peer Teaching 

Figure one presents the way the C & A team perceive the benefits of peer teaching. As the 
figure shows, students are perceived to gain equally from: 

• learning to work in professional learning teams; and 

• managing peer teaching in classroom settings. 

  

  

  

  

  

  

Figure 1: University Lecturers' Construction of the Peer Teaching Process 



It was anticipated that through engagement in this assessment task pre-service teachers 
would become aware of benefits such as: 

• enhanced motivation: to improve the quality of both the learning process and the 
teaching 'product' (see also Dobos et al., 1999; Biggs, 1999), 

• improved cognition and social outcomes in learning: to encourage deeper level 
or higher-order thinking, and to develop collaborative skills (see also Bennett et al., 
1996; Biggs, 1999; Dobos et al., 1999); 

• an increased sense of responsibility for one's own learning: to enhance 
ownership of the teaching and learning process and the constructed knowledge 
(Bruffee, 1999; Dart, 1994); and 

• improved metacognitive skills: to enable students to reflect more critically on their 
teaching and learning. The C & A team is in accord with Spiller (1998) and 
Sampson et al. (who attest that embedding assessment within the peer teaching 
experience encourages students to value the process. The investigators' perceptions 
are that generic skills can be learnt through this process and have application 
beyond the classroom environment to all teaching and learning contexts. These 
perceptions are summarized in Figure 2. (see also Boud et al. 2001, Bruffee, 1999). 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Figure 2: Benefits of Peer Teaching: skills, knowledge and metacognition 



Aims of the Project 

The primary aim of the research project is to examine student perceptions of the peer 
teaching process and the introduction of three layers of assessment: peer assessment, self-
assessment and lecturer assessment, which contribute to a follow-up written reflective 
statement on the process. Insights gained from the research would be used to refine the 
structure of the peer teaching assignment. Two questions guide the investigation: 

1. How do students think the process of peer teaching and learning, and the related 
assessment impact upon their learning? and 

2. How do students think the process of peer teaching and learning, and the related 
assessment impact upon their teaching? 

Methodology 

In order to increase the robustness and trustworthiness of the study, both qualitative 
and quantitative methods were used. Miles and Huberman (1994) attest there are 
three good reasons for resorting to numbers: "to see rapidly what you have in a large 
batch of data; to verify a hunch or hypothesis; and to keep yourself analytically 
honest, protecting against bias" . Used in the manner described, quantification 
supports and illuminates the study's qualitative analysis. 

The two data collection techniques included (1) a large-scale questionnaire 
completed by students to gain an overall picture of their perceptions of the issues 
and patterns involved in the peer teaching and assessment processes, followed by 
(2) semi-structured interviews with a smaller number of students. 

1. Student questionnaires size (N = 120) 

The student questionnaire was comprised of 31 questions, including Likert scales and open-
ended written tasks. Students from four of the 22 tutorial teams were invited to complete the 
questionnaire. The questionnaire sample of the research was sufficient to provide adequate 
data to detect trends that might be representative of the cohort. 

Table 1 shows the gender balance of the students who completed the questionnaire. 

Table 1: gender balance of student participants in the research project 

 
Team 1 Team 2 Team 3 Team 4 TOTAL  

Male 6 10 8 8 32  

Female 24 22 29 13 88  

R/Rate 100% 100% 100% 100% N = 120 
 

All students in the C&A cohort have a previous degree, and they bring with them a range of 
employment experiences. Thus the majority of student participants in the study would be 
considered mature age, having left school over eight years ago. Although three of the 
investigators taught in this subject, students in their tutorial groups were excluded from any 
participation in the study. 

2. Semi-structured student interviews (N = 15) 



Interviews of approximately 15 minutes were conducted to examine issues reported in the 
questionnaire. Fifteen volunteers from all tutorial teams, except those of the investigators, 
were sought to participate in the interviews. The five key interview questions largely focused 
on issues reported in the questionnaire: the perceived benefits of peer teaching; and 
suggestions for improving the teaching procedure. 

Data from the interviews and questionnaires were analysed according to three broad 
categories: process, product andpeople. Data is reported at the cohort level because 
responses were similar statistically. 

Key Findings 

Overall, the student perspectives on the peer teaching process were very different from 
those of the C & A team (see Figure 1). Figure 3 shows that students see the benefits of 
peer teaching as predominantly developing the skills and background knowledge to work in 
professional learning teams. 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 Figure 3: Student Perceptions of the Peer Teaching Process 



A range of both strengths and weaknesses were identified with the peer teaching process 
from the learner and the teacher perspectives. From a learner's perspective, the benefits 
ranked from highest to lowest as follows: 

1. Collaboration with peers 

2. Clarifying subject content through discussion 

3. Viewing situations from different perspectives 

4. Working with a range of people 

5. Having opportunities to determine curriculum content 

6. Strengthening communication skills 

7. Learning how to work as a team member. 

8. Becoming actively involved in the learning process 

This excerpt from a student interview best demonstrates the value students placed on the 
collaborative process in relation to peer teaching: 

There was a whole bunch of good ideas because we had a range of people 
from different learning areas, and as a consequence there was a whole 
bunch of perspectives that we had to wrestle with as a group. And you get the 
process of forming, storming, norming. And we could see that process 
happening. But in the end we came out with something, which I thought was 
really good ... You had to organize your ideas so that you could pass it on to 
the next [person] when you were doing the presentation. (Geoff) 

The interviewee's ideas accord with the investigators' definition of peer teaching as students 
learning from and with each other in ways that are mutually beneficial (see p1), and with 
Boud et al.'s (2001) conceptualistion of peer learning. 

Generally students were more focused on the benefits of collaboratively planning curriculum, 
than the benefits of peer teaching per se. Comments by interviewees, and observations by 
the investigators suggest that the quality of student learning was higher in the collaborative 
efforts preparing for the peer teaching episode than while participating in the experience. 
Moreover, the majority of students felt this approach is not one they would initially use in the 
classroom with their students, despite the benefits they acknowledged in terms of their own 
learning. The suggestion is, perhaps, that the openness of this peer teaching pedagogy 
leaves beginning teachers more vulnerable to problems with classroom management. 

Consistent with Boud et al. (2001), the analysis showed that students who resisted the peer 
teaching experience referred to dissatisfaction about the uneven distribution of the workload 
for the peer teaching. Some students argued the class time spent on peer teaching was at 
the expense of teaching the course content, denoting the value some pre-service teachers 
still relegate to lecture style teaching. Comments on the questionnaires and by the 
interviewees referred to the superficial content of the peer teaching sessions, possibly 
implying dissatisfaction with the content level. 



Group conflict was raised as a concern by a notable number of students. Some interviewees 
claimed their group did not have the appropriate cooperative learning skills to work together 
effectively. Interestingly, several interviewees commented on the value of the self-reflection 
completed after their peer teaching session, asserting it helped to clarify their thinking about 
the experience. They perceived conflict as a negative, rather than as a useful experience in 
terms of engaging in conflict resolution and understanding the learning process. Importantly, 
in many instances comments by the interviewees and responses to the questionnaires 
indicated students were unable to make links between the peer teaching process and their 
role as a teacher. 

Questionnaire responses and the interviewees' comments consistently expressed 
dissatisfaction with the assessment process of peer teaching. Students frequently remarked 
on the difficulty of assessing peers and the fact that assessments could easily be biased and 
inaccurate. An examination of the self-assessment sheets for the subject showed that 
students consistently ranked themselves very highly. As one interviewee remarked: "We 
have to give ourselves a good mark too or we shoot ourselves in the foot. And why should 
we be disadvantaged?" (Steve). 

Recommendations 

In light of the initial findings, the investigators make the following recommendation for 
improving the peer teaching process: 

• Do not assume group skills have been acquired, make these explicit. 
• Discuss group processes when groups begin to meet, so that they are aware of the 

phases of group interaction (Bellanca & Fogarty, 1993; Johnson, Johnson & 
Holubec, 1994) and the importance of conflict resolution. 

• Stress that self-assessment will occur with peer and teacher moderation. Highlight 
the importance of student views being valued, but seen as part of a complex process 
of moderation. 

• Introduce topic selection so that it builds on the weekly lecture content. 
• Include some class time for group meetings, as arranging meeting times appears to 

be a key issue. 
• Keep group size small to facilitate communication among members and a more even 

distribution of work. 
• Make explicit the connections with the peer teaching process to classroom practice. 

See Appendix 1 for elaboration of these recommendations. 
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Appendix 1: Suggested ways for improving the peer teaching process 

Suggested 
Improvements 

+ 

Advantages 

- 

Disadvantages 

Interesting/ 

other considerations 

Don't assume 
group skills. 

Teach these 
and enact 
these explicitly. 

• Identify and 
address 
student needs 
for conflict 
resolution 
before they 
arise (or as 
they arise) in 
peer teaching 
preparation 

• Students 
need to enact 
these skills 
(workshop 
some 
strategies) 
from early in 
the process 

• Where 
possible, 
monitor the 
progress of 
group 
dynamics, 
through 
regular 
reflection with 
whole group 

• Time 
constraints - 
this only adds 
to pressure of 
crowded 
curriculum 

• Different 
students 
different 
needs/abilities/l
evels 

• More relevant 
in semester 1 
subjects? 

• How can this 
be done so 
that students 
feel ownership 
over the 
issues? 

• Conflict 
resolution and 
collaborative 
learning 
should focus 
for ongoing 
learning 



Self-
assessment, 
with peer and 
teacher 
moderation 

• Students 
learn best 
about 
assessment 
issues when 
they are 
actively 
involved in 
assessing in 
authentic 
context 

• Student views 
are valued, 
but seen as 
part of a 
complex 
process of 
moderation. 
Again, this 
constitutes an 
authentic 
assessment 
experience in 
terms of 
school 
processes 

• This eats into 
teaching and 
learning time in 
class, or 
requires 
significant 
commitment 
outside of 
class time. 

• Peer teaching 
is already 
perceived by 
lecturers as 
'messy'. This 
would only 
further 
complicate the 
process. 

·  If there are 
arrangements outside 
of class, how do you 
attain consistency in 
approach across 
different teaching 
groups. 
·  Student teachers 
need to see the value 
of 'some 'messiness' 
in education. An 
authentic teaching 
and learning 
experience. 

Peer teaching - 
not formally 
marked (It 
wouldn't 
"count") 

• This would 
generate less 
stress for 
students and 
emphasise 
the intrinsic 
value of the 
learning 

• Less marking 
for staff in 
what is 
already a 
labour 
intensive 
curriculum 

• More time to 
monitor and 
support 
students in 
the process of 
learning? 

  

• The task may 
not be seen as 
important by 
the students, 
resulting in 
diminished 
motivation and 
less effective 
teaching 
'product' 

• Students may 
feel that their 
PT efforts 
(involving 
much time and 
effort) are not 
valued if there 
is no formal 
assessment. 

• Perhaps as 
Hurdle 
requirement 
only with 
alternative 
assessed task 
such as 
journal? 

• The issue of 
'What is 
valued' and 
what is 
formally 
assessed will 
emerge 
inevitably and 
prompt vital 
debate in the 
classroom? 



Need for 
smaller groups 
and perhaps 
different peer 
teaching 
groups 
teaching 
simultaneously 
(peer teaching 
smorgasboard
?) 

• Smaller 
groups 
reduce 
potential for 
serious 
conflict Less 
space for an 
individual to 
'hide' in the 
process. 

• This would 
ease the 
pressure on 
the crowded 
curriculum 

• Student 
learners could 
choose the 
peer teaching 
topics that 
interest them 
- another 
instance of 
negotiating 
their preferred 
curriculum 

• Encourages 
more student 
autonomy 

• More difficult 
for lecturer to 
monitor the 
teaching and 
learning being 
enacted 

• Students may 
not want to 
miss two topics 
that interest 
them because 
they are 
scheduled 
together 

• Workload 
issues for 
students: more 
work per 
student in the 
research and 
preparation for 
teaching 

  

• Need to 
experiment 
with different 
ways of 
grouping 
students & 
different group 
sizes 

  

Journal entries 
as records of 
participation 
could form part 
of the 
submission 
(hurdle 
requirement) 

• Authentic 
teaching 
practice to 
document the 
process (in 
the form of a 
log / journal) 

• Encourages 
students in 
on-going 
critical 
reflection on 
issues and 
skill 
development 

• This would 
provide rich 
evidence to 
assist 
students with 
evaluation 
and reflection 

• Increases 
workload for 
students 

• Should the 
journal be an 
individual or a 
group 
document? 

• Lecturer may 
need to 
provide 
suggestions 
for the focus of 
the log/journal 
(or a set of 
guidelines) 



of the whole 
process of TP 

Have simpler 
outline and 
criteria 

• More user-
friendly for 
student (and 
staff!) 
assessors 

• Assessors 
spend less 
time thinking 
about 
minutiae of 
assessing 
and more 
time engaging 
with the 
teaching 

• Lecturers need 
to set aside 
planning time 
to review 
criteria and 
descriptors 

• If there are too 
few criteria 
then each 
criterion 
becomes less 
focused in 
terms of a 
rigorous 
judgement 

• All students 
could 
contribute to, 
or negotiate 
the criteria and 
the descriptors 

• Alternatively, 
staff could 
provide more 
detailed 
descriptors for 
each criterion, 
so that there is 
less likelihood 
of confusion 

Introduce topic 
selection early, 
under generic 
headings (with 
room for 
students to 
generate 
topics); allow 
more time for 
choice 

• Group topics 
under generic 
headings that 
coincide with 
the focus of 
the lecture for 
designated 
week. This 
will reduce 
fragmented 
nature of the 
curriculum 

• Allow 
students more 
time to 
consider their 
choices 

• Increases 
pressure on 
already 
crowded 
curriculum 

  

• How much 
time is right for 
topic choice? 

• To what extent 
do staff want 
to prescribe 
the 
curriculum? 
Are there 
some topics 
thatare vital to 
be addressed 
in peer 
teaching? 

Allow class 
time for group 
meetings 

• Time for both 
students and 
staff to 
negotiate 
details and 
clarify issues 

• Allow more 
time for staff 
to monitor 
student 
progress and 
assist with 

• Increases 
pressure on 
already 
crowded 
curriculum 

• Some groups 
do not require 
time in class. 
The amount of 
time possible 
would not allow 
for any depth 

• If time is to be 
given - how 
much time? 

• What other 
content in the 
course would 
be omitted if 
peer teaching 
were given 
more time? 



some group 
dynamics 

• Sends a 
message to 
students that 
the 
collaborative 
preparation 
time is valued 

of research or 
planning. 

  

  

  

 


