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Abstract: The major purpose of this study is to examine the extent to which student peer-

assessment (SPA) of learning is practiced and the factors that affect its implementation. A 
mixed methods research design was employed in the study. Instructors, College Deans, 
department heads and undergraduate students were the major sources of data for this 
study. A total sample of 293 participants (258 questionnaire respondents, and 35 key 
interview informants) was involved in the study. Purposive and proportionate stratified 
random sampling techniques were employed for selecting the samples. Questionnaires and 
interviews were used to collect data. Both descriptive statistics (mean, percentage and 
standard deviation) and inferential statistics (one-sample t-test, independent samples t-test 
and one-way ANOVA) were used to analyze the quantitative data, while the thematic 
analysis technique was employed to analyze the qualitative data. The result of the study 
revealed that SPA is not aligned with the social constructivist principles and theories of 
learning, in the context of the three sample universities. The study also showed that the 
level of practising SPA of learning is very low in the context of the sample universities. The 
study also found that lack of adequate awareness, knowledge and skills among the students 
on how to apply peer-assessment techniques; lack of standard working document (peer 
assessment policy, guideline or directive); strong resistance from the instructors to maintain 
their power and control over assessment; threat from the side of instructors that SPA 
diminishes teachers’ power in decision making and that sharing assessment with students 
lowers the standards; and lack of clear criteria for the peer-assessment tasks were reported 
by the study participants as the major bottle necks to the effective implementation of SPA. 
The study findings generally show that the assessment scheme in the context of higher 
learning institutions in Ethiopia has not yet transformed from the traditional teacher-centred 
notion to the modern student-centred conception; it is still driven and dominated by the 
teacher and did not create a window of opportunity for students to engage in the design and 
judgment of their own performance and assessment tasks. 
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Introduction

The Contexts of the Study 

Assessment as the systematic collection, analysis and interpretation of 
information (Olutosin & Gabriel, 2018) is classified as summative and 
formative (Clark, 2011). Summative assessment (assessment of 
learning) is judgmental (Huinker & Freckmann, 2009), while formative 
assessment [assessment for learning & assessment as learning] 
focuses on generating continuous feedback on student performance and 
improving learning (O’Neill, 2015). Assessment for learning is a teacher-
dominated activity in which the teacher designs assessment tasks 
(Heritage, 2007), regularly monitors the learner’s progress (Andrade, 
Huff & Brooke, 2012; Spiller, 2012), and provides ongoing feedback on 
what the learner can do (Clark, 2011; WNCP, 2006). Assessment for 
learning, as a traditional approach to assessment (Mc Sweeney, 2012; 
Olutosin & Gabriel, 2018)., is a teacher-centred/dominated activity that 
enables the teachers to monopolize power and leaves the learner 
passive (Li & Chen, 2016). 

Research and theory suggest that such a traditional form of assessment 
is rooted in the behavioral approach to learning (Spiller, 2012) that highly 
dominated both the instructional and assessment activities until the 
1970s (Stahl, 2003); that separated instruction from assessment 
(Donnelly & Fitzmaurice, 2005; Hodges, Eames & Coll, 2014); that 
considers students as passive (Gullo, 2005); and that suggests 
assessment should solely be conducted by the teacher (Lidz, 2003; 
Reece & walker, 2003).  

Assessment as learning refers to a student-centered/dominated activity 
(O’Neill, 2015) that gives more power to the students in the assessment 
of learning (Juwah, et al., 2004; Ross, 2006; Scott, 2017; Siow, 2015; 
WNCP, 2006), promotes the development of meta-cognitive skills in 
students (Clark, 2011; Kearney, 2019; Topping, 1998), and provides 
opportunities for students to develop reflective practices (Mc Sweeney, 
2012). Relatedly, peer-assessment is defined as a student-centered 
activity in which students make judgments about the quality of their 
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peers’ work and provide feedback to each other using standard criteria 
for grading (Bozkurt, 2020; Costelloe & Egan, 2020; Li & Chen, 2016; 
Qu & Yang, 2010; Topping, 1998).  

Peer assessment involves three interrelated processes: learning, 
assessment and feedback (Siarova, Sternadel & Mašidlauskaitė, 2017). 
As a learning process, peer assessment allows students to learn the skill 
and the content while assessing each other (Msiza, Zondi & Couch, 
2020). As an assessment process, peer assessment promotes an 
instructional approach that allows learners to consider and evaluate the 
level, value or quality of the intellectual product of an equal-status 
learner, - a peer (Olutosin & Gabriel, 2018). As a feedback process, peer 
assessment emerged as a valuable way to provide participatory, active 
and social feedback to others (Double, McGrane & Hopfenbeck, 2020), 
and gain similar feedback from others (Topping, 1998). In peer-
assessment, feedback is more immediate, timely, and individualized 
(Msiza, Zondi & Couch, 2020; Nortcliffe, 2012; Qu & Yang, 2010). 

Moreover, in peer-assessment, students assume the roles of an 
assessor, assessee or both, coupled with a sense of accountability and 
responsibility (Lysaght, 2015). For instance, as an assessor, learners 
learn as receivers of the assessment (Rahman, 2015); and as assesses, 
learners learn from the given assessment feedback (Brown & Harris, 
2014; Hanrahan & Isaacs, 2001; Topping, 1998). Not only this, but if it is 
properly designed, peer-assessment shifts a student’s traditional 
conception of the teacher as the only expert and sole source of feedback 
(Clark, 2011; Sendziuk, 2010; Spiller, 2012; Trumbull & Lash, 2013) to 
place greater emphasis on learners’ agentic engagement with the 
feedback processes on learners’ active engagement (Andrade, Huff & 
Brooke, 2012; Bozkurt, 2020; Costelloe & Egan, 2020; Crowell, 2015; 
Dann, 2014; Nortcliffe, 2012).  

The traditional curriculum and teacher-centred assessment practices 
that were rooted in the behavioural model (Stahl, 2003) started to be 
challenged beginning in the 1970s by the constructivist theorists that 
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advocate the student-centred curriculum and assessment (Hanrahan & 
Isaacs, 2001; Heritage, 2010; Mc Sweeney, 2012). Contrary to the 
behavioural model, the constructivist model strongly believes that 
learning is enhanced in the context of student-centred assessment 
(McMillan & Hearn, 2008; Trumbull & Lash, 2013). Constructivist 
generally believes that the teacher is not the sole assessor of students’ 
work (Donnelly &Fitzmaurice, 2005) and that there is a strong alignment 
between the social construction of knowledge and student-centred peer 
assessment (Heritage, 2010).  

In the context of higher learning institutions, the rise of student-centred 
assessment [the peer reflection phase), is based on the failure of the 
current traditional assessment practices to focus on developing 
students’ ability to reflect on their learning (Double, McGrane & 
Hopfenbeck, 2020; Li & Chen, 2016). In recognition of this, most higher 
education institutions (HEIs) are now shifting their curriculum and 
assessment from teacher-centred to student-centred (O’Neill, 2015). 
Thus, this is exactly how peer-assessment is increasingly gaining 
attention in higher education institutions now a day (Msiza, Zondi & 
Couch, 2020).  

Of course, a number of push and pull factors contributed to the current 
shift in the curriculum and assessment from the traditional approach to 
the modern approach in the context of HEIs. One push factor is a 
recently proposed paradigm: student-centred modularized curriculum 
and learning-focused assessment methods, in the context of HEIs 
across the globe (Murtagh & Webster, 2010). This new paradigm 
promotes independent and lifelong learning (Karami & Rezaei, 2015), 
active engagement of students in the learning process (McMillan, 2011), 
active involvement of students in the assessment (Donnelly & 
Fitzmaurice, 2005), and management of their learning (Juwah, et al., 
2004). Relatedly, switching emphasis in university education from 
teaching to learning and from teacher management to student self-
direction has also mounted interest in the rise of peer-assessment 
(Hanrahan & Isaacs, 2001). Moreover, two recent trends in education: 
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the design of competency-based curricula and the involvement of 
students in assessment urge HEIs to modify their educational practices 
(Sluijsmans & Prins, 2006). Consequently, peer-assessment is the 
outcome of changes in the curricula from teacher-centred to a logical 
interest in learner-centred curricula (Meihami & Razmjoo, 2016). 

The second driving force is a changing context from the era of testing 
into an era of assessment (Dochy, Segers & Sluijsmans, 1999). As to 
these authors, the era of testing can be characterized by a complete 
separation of instruction from the testing activities, while the era of 
assessment promotes the integration of assessment and instruction, 
seeing the student as an active person who shares responsibility, 
reflects, collaborates and conducts a continuous dialogue with the 
teacher.  

The third push factor is a growing demand for lifelong learners and 
reflective practitioners that stimulated a re-evaluation of the relationship 
between learning and its assessment and has influenced, to a large 
extent, the development of peer-assessment (Dochy, Segers & 
Sluijsmans, 1999). Research and theory show that traditional testing 
methods do not fit well with such goals as lifelong learning, reflective 
thinking, criticality, and problem-solving (Hanrahan & Isaacs, 2001).  

The fourth push factor that contributed to the rise in the use of student 
peer-assessment is the emergence of information communication 
technology (ICT) as seen in the use of automated peer-assessment tools 
on e-learning platforms in HEIs (Msiza, Zondi & Couch, 2020). Moreover,   
as the climate in educational institutions moves steadily in the direction 
of increased efficiency and effectiveness, peer-assessment can be 
taken as an alternative way of assessing students’ work either for 
feedback or for grading purposes while minimizing the cost in staff time 
(Hanrahan & Isaacs, 2001; Double, McGrane & Hopfenbeck, 2020).  

Similarly, cooperative learning principles, scaffolding, and social 
constructivism of Vygotsky were proved to be the theoretical foundations 
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of peer-assessment (Dann, 2014; Sluijsmans & Prins, 2006). Social 
constructivism views learning as occurring within a social context 
(Hodges, Eames & Coll, 2014; McGarrigle & Carlow, 2013; Sardareha & 
Saad, 2012). Furthermore, social constructivism considers peer-
assessment as an interactive process in which teachers and peers help 
learners use their zone of proximal development (ZPD) to progress to 
the next step in their learning (Sardareha & Saad, 2012). In the context 
of social constructivism, the teacher serves as a mediator between the 
student and the learning goal, providing scaffolding (i.e., learning support 
as a language translator) to aid the attainment of the goal (Ndoye, 2017; 
Olutosin & Gabriel, 2018). 

Numerous sources (e.g., Kearney, 2019; McGarrigle & Carlow, 2013; 
Msiza, Zondi & Couch, 2020; Ndoye, 2017; Topping, 1998) show that 
peer-assessment, scaffolding, and cooperative learning are mutually 
interrelated and systematically complement one another. In support of 
this, Michael (2015) said that peer-assessment is a type of cooperative 
learning strategy in which students assess, provide feedback on the 
work of their peers and receive feedback from others. This implies that 
assessment is not a unidirectional activity, rather it is a reciprocal activity 
in which both teachers and students are involved as collaborative 
partners in generating feedback (Topping, 1998).  Moreover, the 
Vygotskian concept of scaffolding learning (partially supported by a more 
competent other) is also involved in peer-assessment depending on 
whether the peer assessor merely identified weaknesses or strengths in 
the assessed work or suggested how the work could be improved 
(Trumbull & Lash, 2013). Scaffolding is generally believed to improve 
both the quality of peer assessment and increase the amount of 
feedback assessors provide (Dann, 2014; Double, McGrane & 
Hopfenbeck, 2020; Michael, 2015). 

However, despite increased interest, peer assessment remains at the 
margin of assessment practices in higher education (Bozkurt, 2020; 
McMillan & Hearn, 2008). Several factors are associated with low levels 
of practicing student peer-assessment in the context of HEIs (Siarova, 
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Sternadel & Mašidlauskaitė, 2017). Such factors as lack of institutional 
peer-assessment standard manual, guideline or policy (Qu & Yang, 
2010; Meihami & Razmjoo, 2016); failure of peer-assessment to 
addressing anonymity (Msiza, Zondi & Couch, 2020); learners’ tendency 
to value their lecturers’ feedback more often than that offered by their 
peers (Juwah, et al., 2004; McGarrigle & Carlow, 2013); lack of 
ownership of tasks by students (El-Koumy, 2010; Forsell, Frykedal & 
Chiriac, 2021; Long, 2000; Ross, 2006; Sendziuk, 2010; Shepard et.al., 
2005); lack of adequate awareness, experiences, and skills of students 
on peer-assessment tasks (Reynolds, Miller, & Weiner, 2003); teachers’ 
intention to retain all the ownership and power in the assessment 
process (Nicol, & Macfarlane-Dick, 2005; Siow, 2015; WNCP, 2006); 
conceptualizing feedback as a transmission process from the teacher to 
the learner (Juwah, et al., 2004); doubting the pedagogical values, 
quality, validity and reliability of peer-assessment data (Brown & Harris, 
2014; Nortcliffe, 2012; Topping, 1998); teachers’ lack of student-
centered assessment literacy (Meihami & Razmjoo, 2016); and lack of 
clear and explicit peer-assessment criteria (Ross, 2006) are strongly 
associated with low level of practicing student peer-assessment in the 
context of the HEIs. 

Statement of the Problem  

Evidence shows that transformation has been made in the curriculum of 
higher education institutions (HEIs) from teaching to learning, from 
teacher-centred to student-centred and from traditional to modular. 
However, the assessment scheme in HEIs has not been changed at the 
same pace and at the same level that the curriculum has been changed. 
At the same time, despite a strong claim in the literature that efforts have 
been made to apply the principles of constructivist learning in designing 
curriculum, these principles were not used in the design of the 
assessment scheme. This shows that students in HEIs are still highly 
exposed to the traditional teacher-centred assessment, where a window 
of opportunity was not left for the application of student-centred 
assessment. This traditional, teacher-dominated, assessment 
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authorizes the teacher to set the assessment criteria, evaluate learners’ 
performance and provide feedback to learners to improve their learning. 
Such a traditional assessment approach is not in line with the current 
view of constructivist learning and assessment (Bozkurt, 2020). 
Moreover, though peer-assessment has theoretical roots in the social 
constructivism of Vygotsky, it is not still practically aligned with this notion 
of constructivism. In the social constructivist principle, students construct 
their knowledge and meaning through active interaction with others 
(Scott, 2017), though such a practice is missing in the context of the HEIs 
of Ethiopia. 

In addition, though peer assessment practice is derived from 
developments in social learning theories and current understandings of 
feedback processes (Spiller, 2012), it remains a relatively uncommon 
assessment technique in the HEIs (Nicol, & Macfarlane-Dick, 2005).  

At the same time, it is still the norm that academic teachers retain all the 
ownership and power in the assessment process and make all the 
choices, where which substantively limits the potential of learner 
development (Bozkurt, 2020). Similarly, despite an increased interest to 
use peer-assessment in higher learning environments, the assessment 
activity is still largely controlled by teachers (Nicol, & Macfarlane-Dick, 
2005; Scott, 2017), leaving little space for the students to learn, construct 
knowledge and make meaning by being actively engaged in the 
assessment activities (Murtagh & Webster, 2010; Rust, 2002). 

Despite strong advocacy in numerous local and national policy and 
program documents, including the New Education and Training Policy of 
Ethiopia (MoE, 2023) and various strategic education documents such 
as the Education Sector Development Program (ESDP V & VI), School 
Improvement Program (SIP) and Continuous Professional Development 
(CPD) that students should be involved in assessing their learning 
processes, so far nothing is known about the level of practising peer-
assessment in the context of higher education institutions (HEIs) in 
Ethiopia.  
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On top of this, there is no comprehensive, adequate and up-to-date 
research-based data on the extent to which student peer-assessment of 
learning is practised; what factors hinder the level of practising SPA as 
well as whether the level of practising SPA varies across the Ethiopian 
higher learning institutions. Thus, the current study is an attempt to fill in 
such gaps; consolidate the existing data and add new shreds of 
evidence to the existing literature related to the practice and challenges 
of student-peer assessment of learning in the context of Ethiopian HEIs. 

Purpose of the Study 

The overall objective of this study is to assess the level of practice and 
challenges hindering the practice of student peer-assessment [SPA] of 
learning in some selected universities in Ethiopia. 

Specifically, this study intends to: 

 Examine the level of practising SPA in the sample universities 

 Investigate if there is a statistically significant difference between 
teachers’ and students’ ratings on the level of practising SPA 

 Investigate if there is a statistically significant variation in the level 
of practising SPA by the sample universities, colleges, gender as 
well as teaching experiences and academic rank of the university 
instructors  

 Examine the extent to which the factors rated by instructors affect 
the level of practising SPA in the sample universities 

Methodology 

Research Design 

This study employed a mixed methods research approach based on its 
appropriateness to the study’s research questions (consisting of both 
closed and open-ended) and the generation of both quantitative and 
qualitative data in a single research (Bazeley, 2004; Bryman, 2006; 
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Greene, 2008; Johnson, & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Specifically, the current 
study employed a concurrent triangulation design because this allows 
collecting of both the quantitative and qualitative data sets 
simultaneously or at the same time (Creswell, 2012). 

Sources of Data  

The study involved university instructors, college deans, senior 
undergraduate regular students, and department heads of the sample 
colleges and universities.  In this study, the universities were selected as 
the main sources of data based on the Ministry of Science and Higher 
Education’s (MoSHE, 2020c) scheme of differentiating Ethiopian public 
universities.  

Sample and Sampling Techniques  

In this study, a multi-stage sampling technique was employed to select 
the study sites, samples and study participants. In the first stage, 
MoSHE’s (2020c) scheme of differentiation of Ethiopian public 
universities as research applied, and specialized institutions was taken 
as is (purposively). As MoSHE’s (2020c) scheme of classification, 8 
universities (Addis Ababa, Arba Minch, Bahir Dar, Gondar, Haramaya, 
Hawassa, Jimma and Mekelle) were categorized under research; 15 
under applied (Arsi, Asossa, Aksum, Dila, Dire Dawa, Debre Birhan, 
Debre Markos, Kotebe, Jigjiga, Wolita Sodo, Semera, Ambo, Wellega, 
Welkite and Wollo universities), and 3 under specialized educational 
institutions (Addis Ababa and Adama Science and Technology 
universities as well as Federal TEVT). Then, from each of MoSHE’s 
three categories/clusters of public universities, one university was 
selected using a simple random sampling technique (lottery method). 
Accordingly, Addis Ababa University from the research cluster, Adama 
Science and Technology University from the specialized institutions’ 
cluster, and Arsi University from the applied cluster were selected as 
sites for the present study.  
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In the second stage, colleges were randomly selected as samples of the 
study from among the existing and actively operative colleges in the 
three sampled universities. Accordingly, three colleges, namely, the 
College of Education and Behavioral Studies, College of Business and 
Economics, and College of Social Sciences from Addis Ababa 
University; Two Schools namely the School of Civil Engineering and the 
School of Applied Natural Sciences from Adama Science and 
Technology University; and four colleges namely, the College of 
Education and Behavioral Sciences, College of Agriculture, College of 
Business and Economics, and College of Social Sciences from Arsi 
University were selected at random (through lottery method). 

In the third stage, departments were randomly selected from each of the 
sampled colleges. Accordingly, two departments from the College of 
Business and Economics, namely; Accounting and Economics, four 
departments from the College of Education and Behavioral Studies -
Psychology, Curriculum and Instruction, Special Needs Education, and 
Educational Planning and Management; two departments from the 
College of Social Sciences:  Social work and Sociology from Addis 
Ababa University; four departments from the School of Applied Natural 
Sciences -Chemistry, Biology, Physics and Mathematics; two 
departments from the School of Civil and Architectural Engineering:  
Architecture and Water Resource Management from Adama Science 
and Technology University as well as two departments from College of 
Agriculture: Natural Resource Management and Agro-economics; three 
departments from College of Business and Economics: Accounting, 
Economics and Management; four departments from the College of 
Social Sciences: Geodesy, Geography, English and Civics, and four 
departments from the College of Education and Behavioral Sciences: 
Educational Planning and Management, Curriculum and Instruction, 
Psychology and Special needs education from Arsi University were 
randomly selected as samples of the current study. 

In the fourth stage, for the quantitative part of the study, actual 
participants: instructors and senior students (3rd & 4th batches due to 
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their extensive exposure to the university assessment practices) were 
selected from each of the sampled departments using stratified random 
sampling technique, where the strata are student batches as well as the 
experiences, gender, and ranks of instructors. Stratified sampling was 
employed in this study for it creates a window of opportunity to fix the 
sample proportions and then draw the study participants proportionate 
to the relative size of the target population in each stratum. Similarly, a 
simple random sampling technique (lottery method) was used 
concerning stratification for it gives an equal chance/opportunity for 
every target population in each stratum to be selected as samples of the 
study. Generally, for the quantitative part, the current study employed 
30% of the target population as samples based on Neuman’s (1997) 
guideline.  As suggested by Neuman, for the study population of 1000 or 
under, a sample ratio of about 30% or more is an acceptable 
representative sample for quantitative studies. Consequently, based on 
the data obtained from the respective departments of the three 
universities the population size of instructors in the overall sampled 
departments was 326 while that of students was 533. As a result, 30% 
of 326 approximately yielded 98 sample size teachers while 30% of 533 
yielded 160 sample size of students. 

For the qualitative part of the study, eight deans from the sampled 
colleges and 27 department heads of the sampled departments were 
selected as samples of this study using a purposive sampling technique. 
The selection of samples for the qualitative part was mainly based on 
their experiences, relevance to an issue and position or responsibility in 
the existing structure to monitor and guide the implementation of the 
assessment scheme. In supporting this view, the existing literature (e.g., 
Bazeley, 2004; Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007) suggests that in mixed 
methods studies, because of the complexities of data it generates, 
samples for qualitative investigations tend to be smaller and drawn 
purposively. 
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Instruments  

The study involved key informant interviews and questionnaires. An 
interview guide that consists of 13 items was developed by the 
researcher to capture information on the level of practising SPA and 
challenges to its effective implementation.  The key informants of the 
interview were college deans and department heads running the under-
graduate programs and offering modularized curriculum/modules. 

Similarly, the researcher developed a questionnaire consisting of three 
parts. Part I of the questionnaire contains seven socio-demographic 
questions. Part II of the questionnaire consists of 26 questions that are 
intended to measure the level of practising SPA. Part III of the 
questionnaire consists of 22 questions that are aimed at assessing 
factors that affect the level of practising SPA. In developing both the KII 
and questionnaire, an extensive review of related literature was made by 
the researcher. Moreover, to establish the content validity of the 
instruments (KII and questionnaire), a panel of six subject matter experts 
(SMEs), who are practitioners and have expertise in the area of psycho-
metrics (assessment, testing, and measurement) were invited to 
examine the content adequacy of the tools (the original English version 
since the study participants were instructors and senior 3rd and 4th batch 
university students). Consequently, the SMEs were requested to engage 
in judging the appropriateness, adequacy, relevance, quality and proper 
wordings of each item in measuring the specified constructs, where their 
comments were thoroughly identified, examined and then incorporated 
to refine the data collection tool for the main study. Moreover, the 
reliability of the quantitative part [questionnaire instrument] in terms of 
Cronbach alpha was computed from the pilot study data captured by 
administering a questionnaire to 30 senior undergraduate students and 
40 instructors (a total of 75 participants) that have similar characteristics 
in terms of batches, and experiences with the main study samples. 
Consequently, reliability in terms of Cronbach alpha was computed to be 
.78, which is within an acceptable range for utilizing the questionnaire as 
an assessment and research tool. 
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Moreover, the respondents of the questionnaire were informed to 
respond to each item on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). At the same time, a composite score was computed for 
each of the two sub-scales separately and a high score on each sub-
scale indicates that the student peer-assessment (SPA) is widely 
implemented; and that the factors rated by instructors with high scores 
are found to significantly affect the level of practising SPA.  

Procedures of Data Collection  

At first, having secured ethical approval for the project from the Research 
Ethics Committee of the School of Psychology at Addis Ababa 
University, the respective college deans, department heads and 
program coordinators of the three sampled universities were consulted 
to discuss how to contact the actual study participants and facilitate the 
data collection process. Then, program coordinators of the respective 
departments facilitated the contact to be made with the study participants 
to get their free oral consent or willingness to participate in the study or 
not, explain the purpose of the study and fix the schedule for actual data 
collection. Accordingly, the questionnaire tool was administered to the 
sample students in a classroom and at a time prearranged with them at 
their convenience, where the researcher was personally present at all 
levels of the questionnaire administration. The instructors, after briefly 
orienting on how to fill in the questionnaire, were given the questionnaire 
tool to fill in at their office and return it to the researcher within the 
scheduled and agreed-upon time frame. At the same time, all the key 
informant interviews were conducted by the researcher at the informants’ 
convenient time and place, where an attempt was also made to record 
the responses using both field-notes and audio/video recordings. On 
average, the interview took 55 minutes to an hour. Generally, both the 
data gathering tools (KII and questionnaire) were administered in a face-
to-face approach, where the researcher was available for the clarification 
of any potential respondents’ queries or concerns.  
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Data Analysis 

The thematic analysis method was used to analyze qualitative data 
captured through the key informant interview. Before qualitative data 
analysis, the informants’ responses to each question of the interview 
guide were transcribed verbatim to ensure that the informants’ 
messages, opinions or views were properly captured. The rationale for 
using the thematic analysis method in the present study was that it helps 
code and organize data into categories and then identify, analyze and 
report patterns (themes) within the data (Bazeley, 2004; Braun & Clarke, 
2006). Moreover, to secure confidentiality both in the transcription and 
analysis of the qualitative data, codes (such as Participant1, P2, P3 etc.) 
were used to designate the study participants rather than their real 
names, where analysis of the qualitative data was conducted manually 
(no qualitative software was employed). 

Descriptive statistics (such as mean, percentage, and standard 
deviation) and inferential statistics (such as one-sample t-test, 
independent samples t-test and one-way ANOVA) were used to analyze 
quantitative data. One sample t-test was used to examine the level of 
practising SPA by comparing the observed sample mean against the 
hypothetical mean obtained from the scale used for assessing the 
practice of SPA. An independent t-test was used to examine variations 
in the level of practising SPA against the gender of instructors while one-
way ANOVA was used to examine variation in the level of practising SPA 
against types of the universities as well as experience and academic 
rank of instructors. Before the quantitative data analysis, careful data 
entry using SPSS and data checking were thoroughly made.  

Data screening, sorting out or cleaning was made to figure out any 
missing data or outliers and, then take corrective measures such as 
mean or median replacement method to prevent the observed outliers. 
In addition, before using the above parametric tests in data analysis, 
their model assumptions (such as normality, homogeneity and 
independence) were tested, and where result of the test confirmed that 
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the three assumptions were met to carry out the required analysis using 
the proposed statistical tools. 

Results 

Demographic Data  

Table 1:  

Students by their University, College, Department and Gender 

University Colleges Departments 

ASTU SoCEA  

 

Architecture 

Batch Number 

M F T 
3rd 9 2 11 
4th 15 3 18 

Arsi Agriculture NRM 3rd 5 1 6 

4th 4  4 
Agro-Economics 3rd 6  6 

CoEBS EDPM 3rd 8 12 20 
AAU CoEBS Psychology 3rd 5 3 8 

4th 4 2 6 
SNE 3rd 3 2 5 

4th 2 3 5 
EDPM 3rd 4 1 5 

4th 5  5 
CoBE Accounting 3rd 6 4 10 

4th 2 4 6 
Economics 3rd 7 3 10 

4th 3 3 6 
CSS Social Work 3rd 7 2 9 

4th 5 2 7 
Sociology 3rd 3 2 5 

4th 4 3 8 
Grand Total 160 

Key: C & I = Curriculum & Instruction; EDPM = Educational Planning & 
Management; SNE = Special Needs Education; NRM = Natural 
Resource Management; WRM = Water Resource Management; SoCEA 
= School of Civil Engineering & Architecture; SoANS = School of Applied 
Natural Sciences; CoEBS = College of Education & Behavioral Studies; 
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CoSS = College of Social Sciences; CoBE = College of Business & 
Economics. 

Table 2. Instructors by their University, College and Department and Gender  

University College Department 

Arsi CoEBS M F T Psychology M F T 

9  9 4  4 

Curriculum 1  1 

SNE 1  1 

EDPM 3  3 

Agriculture 5  5 Agro-Economics 2  2 

NRM 3  3 

CoBE 11  11 Dev’t Economics 4  4 

Accounting 5  5 

Management 2  2 

CoSS 7  7 Geodesy 1  1 

English 2  2 

Geography 2  2 

Civics 2  2 

ASTU SoCEA 19 1 20 Architecture 15 1 16 

WRM 4  4 

SoANS 11  11 Chemistry 1  1 

Physics 5  5 

Mathematics 4  4 

Biology 1  1 

AAU CoEBS 12 2 14 Psychology 3 2 5 

C & I 3  3 

Curriculum 4  4 

SNE 2  2 

CoBE 9 1 10 Accounting 5 1 6 

Economics 4  4 

CoSS 12  12 Social Work 7  7 

Sociology 5  5 

Grand Total 98 Grand Total 98 

The socio-demographic data summarized in Table 1 and Table 2 show 
that both the study sites (universities, colleges and departments) and 
study participants (deans, department heads, students and instructors) 
have drawn sufficient samples from the target population; that they are 
capable of describing the study variables; that they are representative of 
the population; that they are eligible as data sources; and that the results 



The Ethiopian Journal of Education Vol. XLIV No. 1 June 2024 155 

obtained from these representative samples can be generalized to the 
study population. 

Quantitative and Qualitative Data Analysis 

Practice of SPA 

Table 3.  Level of Practicing Student Peer-Assessment (SPA) 

Variable N M SD df Test value t P 

PSPA 98 66.3 11.9 97 78 -9.71 .000 

PSPA = Practice of student peer-assessment; SD = Standard Deviation; 
Test Value = the hypothetical population mean that was computed from 
the rating scale (1 to 5) of the 26 items [1+2+3+4+5 = 15/5x26 = 78] 

The result of a one-sample t-test, as presented in Table 3, revealed that 
there is a statistically significant difference between the observed mean 
obtained from a sample of instructors’ ratings and the hypothetical mean 
(test value) calculated from the scale [t (97) = -9.71, P = .000]. The mean 
difference of 11.69 between the observed sample mean (M = 66.3) and 
the test value (M = 78) indicates that the level of practising SPA is very 
low in the context of the three sample universities (AAU, ASTU and AU).  

Likewise, in response to an interview question, to what extent is SPA 
practised in your course/class?, informants said that SPA is not being 
practised in the context of their universities as there is no adequate 
awareness among teachers and students on the one hand and, no 
standard working documents (policy, guidelines or directive) on how to 
implement it on the other hand. 

In line with this, a dean from one college said: 
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As a dean, I always inform, remind and push my 
instructors to make use of continuous assessment 
(consisting of individual and group assignments, 
projects, quizzes, and formal tests) in addition to the 
mid and final exams in assessing their students’ 
learning and performance. This is exactly what is 
suggested in the national modular courses and 
curriculum materials prepared by the MoE and 
implemented by universities. So far, we have not 
been communicated by any authority (MoE or the 
university management) to apply the student peer 
assessment techniques either as an alternative tool 
or as a supplement to the existing teacher-centred 
assessment. In short, even the idea of student peer 
assessment is new to me and my instructors as well. 

The main message to be conveyed in the contents of the above 
quotation is that let alone involving students in the design of 
peer-assessment, choice of assessment tasks and setting of 
assessment criteria, the very concept of student peer-
assessment is not yet introduced and made familiar to the 
university community.  

Similarly, a dean from another college said: 

Truly speaking, our instructors did not even properly 
understand and apply continuous assessment 
techniques, let alone practice the student peer 
assessment in their courses. To most of us, 
continuous assessment means continuous testing 
and adding the scores to the students’ grades.  We 
have tried to organize several training sessions for 
our instructors on the what, the advantages and how 
to apply continuous assessment into their respective 
courses, but nothing has been changed so far, 
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significantly. Generally, in my college, no single 
instructor is practising the student peer-assessment 
as there is no well-established culture in the 
University for involving students in the assessment of 
their peers. 

The message conveyed in the contents of the above quotation shows 
that the assessment of student learning is still designed, derived and 
centred toward the teacher; that students are only the subject of 
assessment (still tested and assessed by the teacher), where they do 
not have any opportunity to appraise their peers’ performance; that 
students have no opportunity to develop through assessment tasks, self-
regulation and self-criticism; and that there is no enabling environment 
for learners to evaluate their learning progress. 

At the same time, a head of one department said: 

So far, there is no clear direction, policy, or guideline 
concerning applying the SPA in our university. Of 
course, starting from the ministry level to the smallest 
unit of the university (department level), every 
document (including the course outlines) advocates 
the use of continuous assessment in assessing 
student learning. As everyone knows, continuous 
assessment is still designed, planned & driven by the 
instructors, where the students’ stake is doing the 
assignments, projects and tests that are solely 
marked by the instructors. Even, there is high 
resistance to applying continuous assessment on the 
side of the teacher claiming that students copy 
assignments from one another (wanting to gain 
grades in a shortcut) and that examinations help 
identify the level of students’ understanding 
compared to continuous assessment. In short, the 
culture of involving students in designing assessment 
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tasks and appraising the work of their peers is not yet 
established in our university.  

A critical examination of the content of the above quotation shows that 
at present, there is not any opportunity for the students to exercise peer-
assessment (SPA) in the sample universities; the instructors do not have 
adequate awareness for applying SPA, and are not committed to serve 
as role models by demonstrating peer-assessment tasks to their 
students; that learners lack adequate awareness on the value of SPA in 
promoting self-development; and that there is no clear policy, guideline 
or criteria in the sample universities regarding the application of student 
peer-assessment. 

Likewise, a head from another department said: 

The entire university community (the university 
management, academic staff and students) are not 
well informed about the student peer-assessment, 
which, as I am hearing from you now, requires the 
instructors to involve students in the assessment of 
their peers’ learning. Even, the existing culture (in 
which students copy assignments from others, 
instead of producing their original work, teachers do 
not want to lose their authority over the assessment, 
students lack motivation to learn, and most of them 
want to get grades without adequate effort) does not 
allow the practice of student peer-assessment. In the 
present situation, even if the students are let to judge 
their peers’ work, they may give the same mark to all 
their friends, which, in turn, may lead to mistrusting 
the reliability and validity of its information. 

An important message contained within the contents of the above 
quotation is that SPA is not still institutionalized and well-established in 
the sample universities; that SPA is not currently practised in the sample 
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universities since a classroom culture that supports its practice is not 
created on the ground (peer assessment policy and guidelines were not 
developed, teachers and students were not trained on the procedures of 
student-centred assessment, learners give more attention to getting 
grades in a short-cut instead of learning to master the subject matter, 
gain knowledge, and understand learning tasks).  

Variations in the level of practising SPA 

Table 4. Variation in the Ratings of Teachers and Students Regarding the Level 
of Practicing SPA 

DV IV N Mean SD df t P 

 

PSPA 

Teachers’ score 98 66.3 11.9 256 1.85 . 42 

Students’ score 160 64. 2 10.8 

           PSPA = Practice of Student Peer-Assessment; DV = Dependent Variable;  

           IV = Independent Variable; SD = Standard Deviation 

As summarized in Table 4, the result of an independent t-test revealed 
that there is no statistically significant disparity between the ratings of 
teachers and students regarding the extent to which SPA is practised in 
the sample universities [t (156) = 1.85, p= . 42]. This means that both the 
students and the teachers rated the level of practising SPA as very low 
since the two sample means obtained from the ratings of teachers (M = 
66.3) and students (M = 64.2) are far below the hypothetical population 
mean (Test value = 78). 
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Table 5. Variation in the Level of Practicing SPA by Gender of Instructors 

DV IV N Mean SD df t P 

 

PSPA 

Male 94 65.9 11.9 96 -1.68 . 097 

Female 4 76 7.7 

           PSPA = Practice of student peer-assessment 

As presented in Table 5, the result of an independent t-test revealed that 
there is no statistically significant variation in the level of practising SPA 
in the context of the three sample universities by gender [t (96) = -1.68, 
P = .097]. This means that both male and female instructors of the 
sample universities practice SPA at the same low level as the observed 
sample means for males (M = 65.9) and for females (M = 76) are below 
the hypothetical population mean (Test value = 78).  
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Table 6.  Variations in Level of Practicing SPA by Instructors’ University, College, 
Academic Rank, and Service Years 

DV IV N M SD F P 

 

 

 

 

 

PSPA 

U
n
iv

e
rs

it
y
 

AAU 36 63.39 10.5
4 

2.11 .126 

ASTU 30 69.33 12.5
9 

Arsi U 32 66.75 12.3
4 

C
o
lle

g
e
 

Education 45 64.53 10.8
6 

2.23 .056 

Natural Sciences 11 76.45 9.91 
Social Sciences 7 60.71 60.7

1 
Engineering 19 65.42 65.4

2 
Agriculture 3 67.40 67.4

0 
Business & Economics 11 68.00 67.0

0 

S
e
rv

ic
e
 

y
e
a
r 

1-10 40 66.73 13.5
1 

.143 .934 

11-20 29 66.69 11.31 
21-30 22 65.86 10.3

5 
31-45 7 63.71 11.37 

A
c
a
d
e
m

ic
 

ra
n
k
 

Lecturer 51 66.98 13.8
8 

. 36 .78 

Ass. Prof. 32 64.84 10.8
2 

Assoc. Prof. 12 68.08 5.74 
Professor 3 63.33 2.08 

PSPA = Practice of student peer-assessment 

As summarized in Table 6,  the result of One-way ANOVA revealed that 
there is no statistically significant difference in the level of practising SPA 
by instructors’ University [F (2, 95) =2 .11, P = .126]; Service years [F (3, 
94) = .143, P = .934]; College [F (5, 92) =2 .23, P = .056], and academic 
rank [F (3, 94) = .36, P = .78]. This shows that across all the attributes of 
teachers considered in this study (e.g., university type, college type, 
service year & academic rank),  the level of practising SPA is very low in 
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the sample universities since all the observed sample means are quite 
below the ideal or hypothetical population mean (Test value = 78). 

Factors Affecting the Level of Practicing SPA 

Table 7. Instructors’ rating of factors that affect the level of practising SPA 

Variable N M SD df Test value t P 

Instructors’ rating 98 86.9 8 97 66 25.7 .000 

Test value = Hypothetical population mean computed from the item 
rating scale of 1 to 5 for 22 items: 1+2+3+4+5 = 15/5 = 3x22 = 66  

As presented in Table 7, the result of a one-sample t-test revealed that 
there is a statistically significant difference between the sample mean 
obtained from instructors’ ratings on a five-point rating scale of factors 
affecting the level of practising SPA and the hypothetical mean or test 
value [t (97) = 25.7, P = .000]. This result clearly showed that the 
observed sample mean (M = 86.9) is significantly higher than the test 
value (M = 66), where the mean difference of 20.9 between the observed 
value and the test value means that the higher the score on the scale, 
the higher the agreement that the factors rated by instructors significantly 
contribute to or serve as major bottlenecks to the lower level of practising 
SPA in the sample universities.  

Likewise, according to the instructors’ ratings, both the teachers and 
students do not have adequate awareness, knowledge and skills on the 
assumptions and principles underlying SPA; teachers strongly doubt that 
students inflate their accomplishments or distort evaluative information 
to favor their peers or friends; there is a doubt to trust the reliability and 
validity of SPA information; there is lack of the classroom culture that 
supports the practice of SPA; there is fear among instructors that SPA 
diminishes teachers’ power in decision making and that sharing 
assessment with students lowers the standards; there is no explicitly 
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stated SPA criteria in the curriculum materials;  the students do not have 
adequate experience and training on how to use SPA; assessment is not 
constructively aligned with specific learning outcomes; there is no clear 
policy, standard manual or guideline on how to apply SPA; and the 
instructors consistently struggle to maintain their power and control over 
the assessment. 

Relatedly, in response to the interview question, what major factors do 
you think affect the practice of SPA in your university, informants said 
that lack of clear peer-assessment policy and guideline in the university; 
lack of a well-established culture of involving students in assessing their 
own learning progress; lack of motivation and self-responsibility on the 
part of students for their own learning; lack of adequate experience and 
awareness on the part of students to evaluate the work of their peers; 
the fear that students either under or overestimate their peers’ 
performance; teachers’ resistance to maintain their tradition or status 
quo (doing things the way they were taught) and authority in the 
assessment tasks are the major challenges that lower the level of 
practicing SPA in the sample universities.  

In connection to this, a dean from one college said: 

Our administration and instructors are not well informed and 
experienced with the SPA scheme. The assessment tools our 
instructors are most familiar with include examinations and 
continuous assessment (such as projects, individual and group 
assignments, quizzes, regular tests). Such student-centered or 
learner-driven assessment scheme is not even explicitly 
mentioned in the new curriculum materials (such as even in the 
most recent freshman harmonized modules) for teachers and 
students. So, where such very important foundation was not 
laid down and procedures were not put in place both for 
teachers and students in the existing modular or course 
materials, how one expects the SPA to be endorsed in the 
university setting. 
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The important message conveyed in the above quotation is that the 
sample universities as educational institutions, their academic staff and 
students are not psychologically and technically ready to apply the SPA 
techniques since nothing is explicitly stated both in the instructional 
materials (courses) and overall curriculum materials (syllabi) about the 
student-centered or learner-driven assessment. The quotation also 
indicated that starting from the policy level to the grassroots 
implementation level as well as from the highest structure of educational 
administration (MoE) to all levels of the university administration, the use 
of student-centered assessment (e.g., student peer-assessment-SPA) 
as alternative to or parallel to (as a complement to) the teacher-centered 
assessment did not get adequate attention that it deserves. 

Similarly, another college dean said: 

There are many bottlenecks to the proper application 
of SPA in the context of our university. One is lack of 
adequate knowledge, skills and experiences on peer 
assessment among the instructors and students. The 
other is a belief on the side of instructors that when 
the student-centered assessment scheme is fully 
utilized it will diminish their powers and influences on 
the students. Still the other is a fear on the side of 
instructors that peer assessment data may not be 
valid and reliable as there are many evidences 
showing that some students even copy assignment 
from peers, inflate self-scores and that of their peers, 
as well as they do not value their peers’ assessment 
scores.  

The central point embedded in the above quotation is that the instructors 
of the sample universities still want to work in the existing ‘comfort zone’ 
(claiming the continuity of the teacher-driven assessment scheme) as 
this maintains their control, authority, and influential power over the 
assessment tasks and resist the introduction of the student-centered 
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assessment at the front-line. It also conveys that there are no enforcing 
laws (policy documents, guidelines, or directives) put in place for the 
essential stakeholders and practitioners in the profession so as to 
introduce this alternative student-centered assessment scheme at the 
classroom level. 

Relatedly, a head of one department said: 

Many factors hinder the practice of SPA in the context 
of universities. One is that there is no standard 
manual or procedure for its use. The other one is that 
there is no classroom culture that permits the practice 
of student peer-assessment in HEIs. Still the other 
one is that the instructional and curricular materials 
themselves do not explicitly encourage the peer 
reviews, self-regulated learning, self-reflection, and 
self-criticism practices. Generally, SPA is not 
institutionalized in the university culture due to these 
and other factors.  

The central theme of the above quotation is that SPA is not given 
adequate attention both in the existing educational documents (even in 
the freshman modular courses, syllabi) and by the necessary 
stakeholders (policy developers, curriculum designers, university 
officials, assessment experts, the staff) and, as a result, its practice is 
still at the inception or infancy stage.  

Discussion 

Level of Practising SPA 

Result of the present study showed that the level of practicing SPA is 
very low in the context of the three sampled public universities (AAU, 
ASTU & AU). This means that peer assessment as one vital aspect of 
the student-centered assessment schemes is not given due attention as 
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well as being practiced as an alternative tool or as a supplement to the 
teacher-centered assessment of students learning progress in the real 
context of the Ethiopian public Universities. The fact that peer 
assessment as a component of the student-centered assessment 
techniques is at the inception or infancy stage clearly indicates that the 
assessment tasks being practiced in the universities are still teacher-
centered, teacher-dominated and teacher-derived. It means it is the 
classroom teacher that solely designs the assessment tasks, sets the 
assessment criteria as well as judges, marks and grades the works or 
performance of students.  

Obviously, when the assessment activity (task design, choice of 
assessment criteria, or marking) and practice are solely owned or 
controlled by teachers, students remain passive and the fate of students 
totally depends on what their teachers offer them. Again, in such 
assessment platform, teachers monopolize all the assessment tasks 
(starting from the design stage of assessment tasks to the grading 
stage); students do not have any specific roles in assessing their own 
learning; teachers and students are not viewed as collaborators or 
partners in the assessment tasks (meaning their relationship is not flat, 
has clear command of chain, is viewed as hierarchical or top-down); 
students are considered as the subject of assessment [being tested and 
assessed]; and students do not feel a sense of ownership in their own 
learning. Similarly, in such an assessment system, there will be little or 
no opportunity for students to learn, construct knowledge, and make-
meaning by assessing, judging or appraising the work of their peers as 
well as by providing or receiving feedback. The other very important 
implication of the current finding is that the students are still over-
burdened with both the summative assessment that primarily focuses on 
grading students’ level of achievement at the end of the course/module 
and the teacher-dominated formative assessment in which the teacher 
regularly designs assessment tasks, sets assessment criteria, conducts 
the assessments, marks the students’ performance on the assessments, 
and provides feedback to students.  
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Such a teacher-centered, derived and dominated assessment activity is, 
in fact, contrary to what is stated in the philosophy of student-driven or 
student-centered peer assessment activity as well as the principles of 
constructivist theories that advocate the notion that learning is best 
enhanced in the context of student-centered assessment, meaning 
when students engage in assessing their own or their peers’ work 
(Heritage, 2010). This also implies that too much reliance on the 
traditional teacher-driven assessment scheme leaves little or no 
opportunity for students to exercise their full potential, academic tasks 
and responsibilities through various assessment activities or tasks. At 
the same time, the observed teacher-monopolized assessment scheme 
confirms the existence of a huge gap between the theory and practice of 
SPA, where this is clearly a timely warning sign for the concerned 
stakeholders to exert concerted efforts to bridge the existing gaps so as 
to improve the prevailing situation. 

Generally, the tendency of the university instructors to move forth and 
back in such a vicious circle (maintaining the continuity of such old 
traditions as: the teacher is the sole knower, it is the teacher who should 
control over the assessment tasks, the students are passive or over 
value their performance; resisting the introduction of modern alternative 
assessment schemes) seems to be driven by such a myth as we teach 
the way we were taught. In fact, holding and driven by such a myth may 
significantly affect teachers’ current performance, thinking, attitude and 
ways of doing things (including the assessment practices). Not only this, 
being driven by such a myth may also allow the old status quo, 
customary practices, teachings, memories, and traditions to flash back 
and forth, and limit one’s professional life to solely operate within the 
already established comfort zone or known box. In fact, thinking within 
the prevailing box let the university instructors to be detached from 
contemporary assessment paradigms, developments as well as up to 
date knowledge, thinking, and perspectives in assessment. It also 
hinders the teaching force from regularly enriching or updating 
themselves with innovative and recent developments in the assessment 
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arena (theories, principles, policies, digital technology, and research 
findings) and modernity.  

In a similar way, the determination of university teachers to work within 
the present comfort zone leads them to promote the continuity of old and 
deep-rooted tradition of the teacher-centered assessment, at the 
expense of the alternative student-centered assessment, without making 
significant improvement, change or development in their professional 
career as well as classroom practices (teaching, assessment, and class 
management). Of course, demanding the continuity of the existing 
assessment tradition has long been enforced by or derived from the 
behavioral theories of learning that assume that the child is passive 
(Gullo, 2005); that learning and assessment should be conducted by the 
knower - the well-trained and knowledgeable teacher (Lidz, 2003); and 
that students learn better by observing and listening to what the teacher 
is doing in the class (Reece & walker, 2003).  

On the contrary, constructivists and developmental theorists strongly 
advocate the necessity of student-centered assessment, believing that 
the child is active creator and processor of information; that the child’s 
learning is facilitated when it is designed and provided based on the 
child’s natural developmental order; that children learn by constructing 
their own knowledge through making meaningful interactions with others 
(peers, teachers); and that student-centered peer assessment promotes 
knowledge construction (Stahl, 2003). Generally, what all the above 
points makes clear is that the university instructors need to go beyond 
the comfort zone and think outside of the existing box so as to properly 
address the demands of the 21st century skills and the era of a digital 
technology.  

In sum, the present finding is consistent with the reviewed literature. For 
instance, Spiller (2012) reported that though tremendous efforts have 
been made to design classroom learning opportunities that reflect the 
principles of constructivist learning, this principle is mostly ignored in the 
design and implementation of the student-centered or peer assessment. 
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Similarly, Scott (2017) reported that despite an increased interest to use 
the student-centered-peer assessment in the context of higher education 
learning environments, the assessment activity is still largely controlled, 
monopolized, monitored and driven by the classroom teachers. 

Variations in the Level of Practicing SPA by some Socio-demographic 
Variables 

The finding of the current study revealed that there is no substantive 
difference in the level of practicing SPA by the type of university, type of 
College, service years, gender and academic rank of the study 
participants. This means that the level at which SPA is being practiced is 
the same across all the study sites and sample characteristics 
considered in the present study. As also confirmed by the present study 
data, SPA is being practiced at low level or at an infancy stage in all the 
three sample public universities, and among the participants of the 
current study. In fact, in a situation where there are no standard national 
level working documents (policy, manual, guideline or directive) on the 
procedures and applications of the student-centered peer assessment, 
it seems not logical to expect high level of practicing SPA at this junction. 

Not only this, the apparent lack of variation in the level of practicing SPA 
particularly among the university instructors who are less experienced 
and well experiences as well as those who have high academic ranks 
and low academic ranks may not be a big surprise. This is because, in a 
situation where both the public university instructors and students have 
no adequate orientation, awareness, skills and knowledge on how to 
design and carry out SPA, it is again illogical to expect them to practice 
SPA at a high level.  Of course, the important lesson to be learned from 
this scenario is that the university community needs to have adequate 
awareness, skills and knowledge as well as needs to have clear criteria, 
policy and guideline on how to properly carry out student peer 
assessment tasks. 



Dame Abera 

 
 

170 

Factors Affecting the Level of Practicing SPA 

In the current study, instructors rated that the level of practicing SPA is 
very low in the sample Universities and that many factors were rated by 
them to contribute significantly to this low level of practice. As to the 
rating of these university instructors such factors as: students’ lack of 
knowledge and skills for assessing their peers’ work; the fear that 
students distort evaluative information to favor their peers or friends; 
teachers’ doubt on the reliability and validity of SPA information; lack of 
the classroom culture that supports the practice of SPA; the threat that 
SPA diminishes teachers’ power in decision making; the fear that sharing 
assessment with students lowers the standards; lack of explicitly stated 
SPA criteria in the instructional (course modules) and curricular (syllabi) 
materials;  lack of adequate experience and training for students on how 
to use SPA; tendency of the instructors to maintain their power and 
control over the assessment tasks; and lack of standard working 
document (policy, guideline, directive) on the procedures of student 
peer-assessment were figured out as severe bottleneck to effectively 
practicing SPA at the three sample public universities in Ethiopia. 

Basically, the prevalence and severity of these challenges seem to 
consistently promote the long-lasting continuity of the traditional teacher-
centered assessment scheme (which detaches students from learning 
by their own initiatives through constructing their knowledge and making-
meaning using either the inner resources (critical thinking, self-reflection, 
self-criticism, self-regulation) or external resources (interacting 
meaningfully and purposefully with other peers), while blocking the 
opportunity to introduce the progressive and modern-day student-
centered approach like peer-assessment that encourages the growth 
and development of students through the assessment activity or 
exercise. Generally, the main implication of the current finding is that a 
concerted effort should be made to properly orient and bring all the 
essential stakeholders (education experts, education policy makers, 
university management, and academic staff) to be on the same page or 
on equal footing to lend their ears to properly design and implement such 
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an authentic assessment scheme. This finding is certainly an indication, 
a warning sign or a call particularly for the education policy makers and 
education experts to develop and communicate a standard working 
document (such as the peer assessment policy framework or guideline) 
detailing the procedures to be followed in its implementation. 

In fact, the present finding is in line with the existing body of knowledge. 
For instance, according to Miller and Weiner (2003), the low level of 
practicing student peer assessment can be linked to lack of adequate 
experiences, skills and focus on peer assessment by teachers and 
students. At the same time, Juwah et al. (2004) reported that the low 
utilization of SPA is related to the tendency to conceptualize feedback 
as a transmission process from the teacher to the learner. Moreover, 
Brown and Harris (2014) reported that the tendency of peer-assessors 
to have inflated perceptions of their accomplishments can also 
undermine the use of SPA. Besides, according to McGarrigle & Carlow 
(2013), controversy in the pedagogical values, reliability and validity of 
peer assessment is a challenge to its practice. Furthermore, learners’ 
and teachers’ lack of assessment literacy were the most important 
challenges of implementing student peer assessment in the context of 
HEIs (Meihami & Razmjoo, 2016; Nortcliffe, 2012). 

Conclusion 

Based on the major findings of the study and discussion above, the 
following conclusions can be made: 

The study revealed that, though it is theoretically believed student-
centered peer-assessment is strongly aligned with the principles of 
constructivist learning theories (social constructivism-which is the 
foundation for peer-assessment) and modular instruction; enhances 
deep learning; and can potentially lead to improved academic 
achievement and motivation of the students, its level of practicing at the 
classroom level is very low among the sampled universities in Ethiopia. 
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The finding of the current study also revealed that there is no statistically 
significant variation in the practice of student-peer assessment of 
learning by the sample Universities, sample colleges, gender, teaching 
experiences, and academic ranks of instructors. 

The current study also concludes that lack of adequate awareness; 
knowledge and skills among students and instructors as well as absence 
of standard working documents (SPA policy, guideline) are the major 
bottle necks to effectively practice SPA among the sampled universities 
in Ethiopia. 

Recommendations 

The researcher hopes that the finding of the present study will have both 
theoretical and practical values for policy designers, curriculum (module) 
developers as well as the university administration, instructors and 
students. It will have theoretical values for these key stakeholders to gain 
adequate insights on the importance of shifting the curriculum from 
traditional to modular, the assessment from teacher-centered to student-
centered, and the instruction from teaching to learning so as to create a 
window of opportunity for introducing peer-assessment and 
accommodating students in the assessment of their own work or 
performance and that of their peers. Such a paradigm shift will 
unequivocally help the essential stakeholders (education experts, 
education policy makers, university management, and academic staff) 
align the assessment activity with the principles of constructivist learning 
theories and modular instruction.  

The finding of the present study will have also practical values for 
designing appropriate assessment policy or guideline; and in preparing 
instructional (modular courses) and curricular (syllabi) materials, in 
which a detailed procedure on how to implement the student-centered 
peer-assessment is explicitly explained.  
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Moreover, the finding of the current study will have tangible values for 
the instructors to view students as active rather than passive learners as 
well as learning as a self-monitored rather than a teacher monitored 
activity. Not only this, as the concept of modularization is embraced in it 
the philosophy of developing self-monitoring, self-regulation, self-
reflection and self-criticism skills by directly involving students into the 
design and evaluation of their own work and that of their peers, the result 
of the present study will have also significant values for the university 
instructors to design a student-centered peer-assessment scheme that 
consistently fosters these meta-cognitive skills in students. In fact, this 
requires teachers to possess adequate pedagogical content knowledge 
(including knowledge of peer-assessment) in addition to the 
domain/subject matter knowledge and knowledge of students' previous 
learning. In other words, more professional development is needed for 
teachers to become comfortable and knowledgeable about peer-
assessment. Of course, this can be enhanced through building the 
professional capacity of teachers (knowledge-base, skills, attitudes and 
experiences) via need-based training, seminars, and experience-sharing 
forum. It is strongly believed that teachers’ increased knowledge about 
peer-assessment will help optimize the active participation of students in 
various authentic assessment methods and feedback as well.   

Besides, the present study advises the university administration and 
academics to create a classroom culture that supports the practice of 
SPA, such as setting a standard for the class size, because as the class 
sizes increase, there is a tendency to utilize examinations and tests more 
often, compromising what the specific learning outcomes require to be 
assessed or measured at a time. The present study also advises the 
assessment policy makers and university academics to make a balance 
between the continuity of old tradition (teacher-centered assessment 
scheme) and modernity (student-centered peer-assessment scheme) 
since such a middle ground enhances a smooth transition; promotes 
collaboration, sense of partnership, positive relationship or interaction 
between students and teachers; gradually increases both the teachers 
and students’ trust in the pedagogical values, reliability, and validity of 
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SPA; increases teachers’ opportunity to model the students through 
demonstration of the assessment tasks; increases students’ ability to 
slowly learn by imitating their teachers as models; and increases 
students sense of ownership, and self-confidence in the peer-
assessment activities. 

The current finding also suggests that learners should get adequate 
awareness on the procedures of peer assessment; be given the 
opportunity to develop adequate experiences and skills in judging their 
peers’ work as well as in practicing the peer assessment tasks from the 
initial stages; get explicitly defined peer assessment criteria (such as 
rubrics, checklists and rating scales) that enable them to assess their 
peers’ work objectively, realistically and fairly; and that teachers should 
pass evaluative responsibilities to their students through scaffolding and 
modeling goal setting, evaluation, good feedback practice, reflection and 
quality work that reflect competency-based curriculum outcomes.  

Moreover, the university management can use the findings of the current 
study as a corner-step, input or baseline (for it suggests using peer-
assessment as a supplement or alternative to the existing teacher-
dominated assessment scheme so as to promote self-reflection and self-
regulated lifelong learning among the students) to design and implement 
appropriate interventions (e.g., developing clear policy/guideline on the 
student-centered peer-assessment that reflects the principles of 
constructivist learning theories, that is aligned with performance-based 
curriculum and in line with modular approach to instruction. 

Finally, the current study encourages future research to extend the 
scope of this study in terms of the study sites, study variables, 
conceptual framework and methodological issues so as to ensure more 
generalizability and capture better insights on the student peer 
assessment scheme. 
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