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a b s t r a c t

Traditionally, written examination and clinical practice assessments are the main ways of deeming
midwifery students fit and competent for practice. Contemporary academics in an effort to engage the
students in the learning process have employed alternative teaching and assessment strategies. Among
the alternative strategies are group projects after which members of the group are awarded the same
grade, and peer assessment. With the purpose of informing the midwifery curricular, we utilised
a qualitative descriptive approach to explore midwifery students’ experiences and views on the use of
group poster presentation for learning and assessment. The participants consisted of a purposive sample
of 14 higher diploma midwifery students who were registered in a third level institution in Ireland. Semi-
structured individual interviews were conducted following the completion of the poster presentation
assessment. Permission to undertake the study was obtained from the college ethics committee. In this
paper, we focus on the participants’ views of group marking and peer assessment which are among the
key elements that emerged in this study. While awarding a group mark was overall accepted, peer
assessment proved a more contentious issue. Most of the participants found it challenging marking their
friends. Reactions to group marks were very much influenced by the group dynamics.

� 2012 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Introduction study was conducted, group work is also used to assess students
Traditionally, written examination and clinical practice assess-
ments form the main strategies of deeming midwifery students fit
and competent for practice. Contemporary academics in an effort to
engage the students in the learning process have employed alter-
native teaching and assessment strategies (Morris, 2001; Swaray,
2012). Such methods include the use of poster presentation,
which is also popularly used as a method of disseminating research
findings at conferences (Moule et al., 1998; Akister et al., 2000;
Conyers, 2003), groupwork, and peer assessment (Nordberg, 2008;
Shiu et al., 2012). Groupmarks and peer assessment have been used
in various disciplines in higher education including nursing (Shiu
et al., 2012), business (Nordberg, 2008), and media studies (Vu
and Dall’Alba, 2007) among others.

This paper presents the higher diploma midwifery students’
experiences and views of these methods of assessment during
a group poster presentation. The studywas carried out with the aim
of informing the midwifery curricular. In the institution where this
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learning within the undergraduate and post-graduate midwifery
programmes. Group poster presentation is one of the assessment
strategies used within one of the higher diploma midwifery
modules. For the purpose of this assessment, students worked in
groups of 4e5. Each group was randomly allocated a topic from
a list of practical midwifery and health promotion subjects. All
group members within the same group were awarded the same
mark at the end of the poster presentation. Each group had the
opportunity to view and assess other groups. Given that students
tend to be nice to their colleagues (Papinczak et al., 2007; Vu and
Dall’Alba, 2007), the peer assessment accounted for 20% while
the teacher assessment was worth 80% of the mark. Prior to the
assessment, students were givenwritten guidelines and set criteria
for peer assessment. On the day of the poster presentation, each
group reviewed other group posters and asked questions on the
topic as they deemed relevant, following which they award a mark
to the group using a marking guide. It was envisaged that peer
assessment would create the opportunity for the students to learn
about the various topics explored by their colleagues. Such exercise
could also be beneficial in helping the students develop a deeper
understanding of what makes a good poster presentation, thereby
enhancing their critical analysis ability (Osmond and Merry, 1996).
In other words, it enhances the students’ ability to take on a more
active role and to objectively critique other peoples work.
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Literature

Assessment is a crucial and core element of students learning
experience (Race et al., 2005). Assessing students’ performance is
complex with multiple purposes and its importance in the learning
process iswell documented (Boudet al.,1999; Lejk andWyvill, 2001;
Race, 2001; Johnston andMiles, 2004; Harris, 2011; Shiu et al., 2012;
Swaray, 2012). As noted by Price et al. (2011, p. 482) “the assessment
practice is multifaceted requiring a range of skills such as design,
student support, communication, clarification and application of
standard, stimulating and enhancing students engagementwith the
task .”

Peer assessment can be done individually within a group with the
intentionofmeasuring the contributionof eachmembersof thegroup,
or done in groups whereby each group is assessed by their peers in
other groups (Lejk et al., 1996; Race, 2001). The students can grade
themselves and their peers, the group mark can be distributed by the
students as they deem fit and extra marks could be awarded or
deducted according to individual contribution (Lejk et al., 1996).
Nordberg (2008) maintained that the term peer assessment can
become ambiguous and loses its “meaning when more than one
person is assessed for the same piece of work” (p. 482). In fact, some
research on peer assessment of a group project have focussed on
individual contribution to the group work, and on the validity and
reliability of the scores (Lejk and Wyvill, 2001; Johnston and Miles,
2004; Zhang et al., 2008). When planned in a proper manner, this
method of assessment can serve as an intellectual as well as a social
activity which provides the students with independent learning
opportunities (Vu and Dall’Alba, 2007). Simply put, it influences the
students’professional development (VuandDall’Alba, 2007;Beylefeld
et al., 2003). Leach et al. (2001) noted that this assessment strategy
enhances studenteteacher collaboration.However, peerassessment is
also fraught with challenges. In many cases, students find it a difficult
task to fulfil given that there are elements of bias in relation to the
marks awarded making its validity doubtful (Papinczak et al., 2007).
The process can become more controversial due to possible friction
and feelings of hurt that may arise amongst peers (Vu and Dall’Alba,
2007).

Despite thedocumentedbenefitsof groupwork, suchasenhancing
students’ ability to develop leadership and interpersonal skills
(Wharrad et al., 1995; Swaray, 2012), assessment of such projects is
complex and challenging. Awarding the same grade to allmembers of
the group is a contentious issue given that the groupmarkmay not be
a true reflection of individual effort (Alkaslassy, 2011). The free-riders
(those who contribute little to the end product) may hide under the
wing of the hard working members of the group and at the end get
amark they donot deserve,while the intelligent studentsmay receive
a lesser mark than their usual average marks (Nordberg, 2008).
Consequently, students have not only questioned the authenticity of
this assessment method, they have often described it as unjust (Lejk
and Wyvill, 2002; Nordberg, 2008). Peer evaluation within the
group have been noted to reduce the problem of free-riders, thereby
encouraging active participation of each member of the group and
ensuring that everyone contributes a fair share (Brooks and Ammons,
2003;Swaray, 2012).However, theextant literaturecontainsvery little
information on the experiences and views of midwifery students in
relation to group marking and peer assessment.

Methods

The overall aim of the study was to explore and describe the
experiences and views of higher diploma midwifery students on
the use of group poster presentation as a form of learning and
assessment. As already indicated, the views of the participants in
relation to group marking and peer assessment are reported in this
paper. The study site was a third level institution in the Republic of
Ireland. A qualitative descriptive method commonly used when
there is deficiency in the information available about a phenom-
enon (Burns and Grove, 2011; Streubert-Speziale and Carpenter,
2011) was considered appropriate for the study.

Ethical consideration

Permission toundertake this studywasobtained fromthe college
ethics committee. Access to the participant was gained through the
director of midwifery programmes, and the executive officer of the
programme was the gatekeeper. The director of midwifery pro-
grammes granted the permission for the students to be approached
for the study. The role of the gatekeeper was to distribute the
informationpack to the class. Thismeant that the students were not
pressurised to take part. Expression of interest slips were placed in
apost box left in the receptionarea so thatonly the researchers knew
who participated in the study. Informed consent was obtained from
each of the participants prior to participation. The study was con-
ducted within a week after the poster presentation. While it was
fitting to conduct such investigation at the end of the poster
presentation, it had the added advantage of reassuring the students
that their marks would be in no way affected by their decision to
participate or not in the study. It is also important to mention that
none of the researchers were involved in the assessment process.
This was clearly stated in the participants information leaflet.

Data collection and analysis

All 2010 higher diploma midwifery students cohort (n ¼ 45)
were invited to participate. A total of 18 students expressed their
interest and gave permission to be contacted on their mobile
telephone numbers, which they provided. Semi-structured indi-
vidual interviews were conducted with the 14 participants who
were available following the completion of the group poster
presentation assessment. The interviews which lasted approxi-
mately 30e45 min were tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim.
This method allowed the participants to voice their experiences in
their own words. Prior to the interviews the three researchers met
to develop an interview guidewith open-ended questions based on
existing literature. The questions centred on preparing and pre-
senting a poster, skills learnt from the process if any and their
relevance to future practice, working in groups, and the assessment
process. The use of interview guide was beneficial in ensuring that
all these aspects were covered, given that there were three
researchers involved in the study. That said, there was no rigid rule
in the sequence of using the interview guide. However, in order to
improve the quality of the information gathered, the researchers
had discussion after conducting two interviews each during which
the emerging themes and style of questioning among others were
reviewed to ensure some sort of consistency. Thematic analysis
(Burnard, 1991) was used to search for key elements that represent
the reality of the participants’ experiences of group marking and
peer assessment during the poster presentation. This involved
a careful reading and re-reading of the transcripts and discussions
by the three researchers.

Findings

The themes explored include: poster presentation as a form of
learning and assessment, group work, group marking and peer
assessment during group poster presentation. The focus here is on
the participants’ experiences and views about group marking and
peer assessment. Most of the participants found the whole process
of preparing and presenting a poster interesting and enjoyable.
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Group marking

The participants gave mixed views about group score. Their
reactions were very much influenced by the group dynamics. The
quotes below represent the views of participants who worked well
in their group:

“I did like working with people because you knew what comes out
is a group thing, if you are on your own you feel under pressure
whereas as a group you are in one boat, you get the same mark,
that helps”

“I feel we all put something into it, I didn’t feel anyone was going to
get mark for what they didn’t do, I am happy with my group”

Some felt secured being marked as a group. It allowed some
sense of collegiality in terms of addressing the questions on their
topic as demonstrated in the quote below.

“I enjoyed being assessed for the poster . the fact that you were
working as a team you can kind of back each other up. there were
four of us, between the four of us our knowledge together was good,
it was good for us to be assessed when we were all there together”
Free-riding issue

It was not surprising that the participantswho had ‘free riders’ in
their group,which resulted to somesortof conflict,wereupset about
theirmarks. They described getting the samemarkwith peoplewho
did not contribute equally to designing the poster as unfair:

“If there is one person who did lots of work and others didn’t it is
not fair and it is hard that way”

“There is another girl who didn’t do much, we had to continuously
chase her, our poster got a lowmark, and we were very upset about
that”

Some of the participants had sympathy for their colleagues
whose group did not work well together acknowledging that such
experience can be frustrating.

“I can imagine in other groups if everyone isn’t pulling their weight
. it mightn’t seem fair to people that did the work . so I can see
why it might come across as being unfair as such to give an equal
mark”

“I was very happy with my group, we all worked well . but I
would be frustrated if someone in the groupwasn’t doing the work”

There are some participants who were of the opinion that
individual groups should accept responsibility for whatever mark
they got, asserting that conflict should be managed as soon as it
arise.

“Yea there were teething problems, but I don’t think it would be fair
to get different marks, at the end of the day it is a group thing and
you have to take on board whatever happens in the group”

“I feel it was okay, I’m a type of person that would say look you
need to pull your socks. You can help out more when it’s a group
mark”
Peer assessment

For the majority of participants, assessing their peers was one of
the most challenging aspects of the day. Challenging in the sense
that they didn’t feel prepared for this role. It was a horrible
experience for some who felt reluctant to give a realistic mark, and
being constructive to their friends.

“. you are going to give your friends good marks no matter what”

“You are marking your friends, you want your friends to do well at
this early stage of the programme, you want to give them a boost to
keep them going .”

“I didn’t like judging anybody because it is horrible . you don’t
want to make anybody feel bad, I didn’t like it”

Some participants were constructive in deciding what mark was
appropriate. Being friends or not did not affect the mark they gave
other groups.

“. just because we were friends with people doesn’t meanwe gave
them brilliant mark.wewere fair in terms of being realistic about
their leaflets and their presentation of the poster”

“. I think it was fair enough assessment I marked on what I saw, it
wasn’t personal”

“We just said at the end of the day it’s not about friendship we have
to do this, so we tried our best to be as critical”
Peer assessment: a joke

Apart from feeling reluctant to criticise their friend’s work, the
exercise was described as a joke by some participants who felt
pressurised by their colleagues to allocate the maximum marks.

“It was an absolute joke, because when we were going round the
groups, I was getting pressure about it from my peers .”

It was reported by some of the participants that previous
grievance may have influenced some of the marks.

“I don’t think people marked fairly, I think other things can get in
the way of what mark you can give to people”

“There is so much rivalry between certain groups so they are going
to get negative marks and maybe they don’t deserve it”

Assessment was seen as the lecturers’ job by some of the
participants who felt that the students should not be asked to
undertake such a task. The following remarks represent this feeling.

“. when we talked to some girls going round it was like this is
useless ., leave the assessment for the lecturers, this isn’t our job”

“We didn’t want to be too hard either ., It should be left for the
lecturers .”
Peer assessment creates tension

The majority of the participants voiced their concern stating
that assessing their peers created a lot of tension, hostile and
competitive atmosphere to the extent that the division within the
class was obvious on the day.

“The whole thing about marking ourselves I didn’t really agree with
because there was a lot of tension .”

“It was kind of promoting a hostile environment, a kind of
competition .”

For some participants, it was intimidating having to assess their
peers; others felt their colleagues were there to test their knowl-
edge or to catch them.
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“There are people trying to catch you out, nick picky and that
wasn’t very nice, you expect your friends to be very nice”

“I felt that it was a little bit intimidating to be honest because I
knew people in my class so well . I didn’t feel it was my right to
criticize their work”

Most of the participants suggested that peer assessment need to
be removed from the process.

“The only thing I would change if I had a chance to change anything
will be lecturers only marking it rather than students because it
was biased and unfair”

“That just needs to be done away with. It’s very hard to mark your
friends, you are not going to give your best friends a bad mark, and
you can’t have students marking each other .”
Discussion

All the participants of this study acknowledged that poster
presentation is a good form of learning and assessment. Most of
them enjoyed working in a group as it helped them to develop their
communication and leadership skills amongst others. Group
marking and peer assessment are among the key elements of
interest to the students that were explored in the study. While the
majority of participants reacted positively about working in groups,
when it comes to group marking, their views were heavily
dependent on the group dynamics. The groups that worked well
together were much happier with their marks and had no issues
with being awarded the same mark. It was natural though for some
participants with low marks to feel punished or unfairly assessed,
because some members (the free-riders) of their group did not
equally contribute to thework. The issue of a fair assessment during
group work have been highlighted in the literature as major cause
of concern (Lejk and Wyvill, 2002; Nordberg, 2008). Central here is
whether all those in the group contributed to the same extent (Race
et al., 2005; Nordberg, 2008). Even though assessment is the key
driver for learning for most students, if it does not reflect the
individual contributions as in most group projects, it will remain
open to misuse by free-riders who possibly have the ability but
strategically refused to put in the effort. This raises issues of validity
and reliability of the assessment process; given that what is
measured at the end is the final output of the group project not the
individual performance. The group members are in a better posi-
tion in terms of providing a detail account of individual contribu-
tion (Race et al., 2005). Falchikov (2000) argued that fear about the
validity and reliability of peer assessment may inhibit its use by
academics, thereby denying students of its potential benefits. There
was a sign of regret amongst a small number of the participants for
not being assertive enough during the process, which they felt
contributed to their getting a lower mark. Some participants of this
study reported that they had to keep chasing other members of
their group in an effort to get them to participate actively on the
poster design. This notwithstanding, the experience was all in all
a learning curve for most of the participants. This was demon-
strated in some of the participants’ acceptance to take responsi-
bility for the allocated marks acknowledging the need to deal with
issues as they arise when working in a group. Race et al. (2005)
suggest letting the students distribute the total mark allocated to
the group among the group members depending on level of
participation. Awarding or deducting marks according to individual
contribution can help to address this issue (Lejk et al., 1996).
However, while such strategies are worth considering, it is impor-
tant to acknowledge that it may result to more friction among the
group and could have potential long term consequences. Because
the interpersonal relationship amongst peers might affect the
successful completion of a given task (Shiu et al., 2012), helping
students to maintain a cordial relationship amongst them is crucial.

Conyers (2003) suggested that peer assessment may be appro-
priate for poster presentation if they offer an opportunity to foster
constructive criticism and collaborative learning. We noted
a somewhat inappropriate use of peer assessment by a good
number of the participants. A majority of the participants felt
unease with, and inadequately prepared for assessing their peers.
This indicates that the participants of the study need further
development and confidence in giving their peers a constructive
criticism as most of them reported the need to “be nice to their
friends”. In some previous studies students gave similar evaluation
of peer assessment and expressed that it is a challenging taskwhich
lacks objectivity (Topping et al., 2000). This is thought to be due to
fear of damaging the relationship with their colleagues (Hanrahan
and Isaacs, 2001; Vu and Dall’Alba, 2007). Consistent with previous
findings, we noted that the participants were mostly biased
towards giving a good grade (Sluijmans et al., 2001; Papinczak et al.,
2007). Some described the assessment of their colleagues as unfair
hence not reliable. In other words, the accuracy of the marks is
questionable. The majority of our participants also felt that it was
not within their remit to criticise the work of their colleagues and
that such responsibility should be left for the lecturers. Other
studies reported that students were doubtful of their ability to
assess their peers (Vu and Dall’Alba, 2007; Shiu et al., 2012).

One of the key aspects of the findings of the present study is that
peer assessment did not only create and promote a hostile envi-
ronment, but it also escalated further the rivalry that seems to
already exist amongst the group. Consequently, the opportunity for
developing peer review skill in a constructive manner was lost.
Students in the Osmond and Merry (1996) study reported that they
were not comfortable with assessing their peers. Adequate prepa-
ration through formative peer assessment followed by feedback has
been found to be beneficial (Magin and Helmore, 2001). Peer
formative and self-assessments when used together help the
students to be proactive in their learning (Nicol and MacFarlane-
Dick, 2006). Nevertheless, there are participants in this study,
though few, who had no issues with peer assessment. These
participants maintained that the marks they gave to their peers
were based onwhat they saw on the day. What this suggests is that
skills developed through peer assessment are valuable to graduates
and necessary for midwifery teachers, leaders and supervisors of
practice. Even though this is a crucial finding of this study, it is an
area that calls for further exploration. Vu and Dall’Alba (2007)
noted that students in their study found the process of peer
assessment beneficial. For the students, the process promoted
interaction between peers, and learning occurred through the way
their peers approached their topics. The students also perceived the
process as a means of sharing responsibility with their teachers
contrary to the findings of the present study.

Conclusion and recommendations

In this paper we present the experiences and views of higher
diploma midwifery students on ‘group marking’ and ‘peer assess-
ment’ during a group poster presentation. We acknowledge that
the findings of this study are not generalisable due to the fact that it
was conducted in a single site with a small sample size. However,
the findings created further awareness on the value of poster
presentation, which is often regarded as inferior to oral presenta-
tion in the academic world. It adds to the findings of previous
studies and specifically unearthed midwifery students’ views of
group marks and peer assessment. Overall, it would appear on one
hand that most of the participants felt secured not only in working
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as a group but also with group marking. This feeling was obvious
when the group worked well together and the outcome was posi-
tive. On the other hand, there is the issue of the free riders who
even though they contributed less to the final product were
awarded the same mark as their peers. Such problems can be
minimised by the use of peer assessment within the groupwhereby
individual contribution to the group work is assessed. Conducting
a peer formative assessment within the group during the process
will also be helpful in addressing issues as they arise. Another way
of dealing with such problem is by awarding additional or deduc-
tion of marks based on individual contribution. This means that
those who failed to participate actively to the group project will
receive a lesser mark. However, as interpersonal relationships
amongst peers might affect the successful completion of a given
task, the importance of ensuring that harmony exists amongst the
students cannot be underestimated.

Peer assessment was less than not favoured by most of the
participants, as it created an uncomfortable and competitive
learning environment for which most felt unprepared. The partici-
pants suggested that marking should remain within the lecturers
remit. The findings highlight the need for educators to prepare
students intellectually as well as emotionally before employing this
method of assessment. Adequate preparation can be achieved by
conducting a practice run in the form of formative peer and self-
assessment during the process of a group project. This may enhance
the students’ ability of being proactive in their learning. Most
importantly it could offer them the opportunity for improving their
performance prior to summative assessment. As noted above, given
that the studywas conducted in a single site, we call for a further in-
depth exploration in this area.
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