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Abstract

Cooperative learning has attracted ever-increasing research literature on language studies, among which
EFL reading instruction abounds with numerous examples in favor of cooperative learning. However,
there is a common belief that if cooperative learning were not assessed, students would be unlikely to
take it seriously. Therefore, the main objective of this study was to examine EFL learners’ accuracy in
assessing cooperative reading. To this end, 60 sophomores majoring in English translation at Islamic
Azad University, Tehran Central Branch, participated in this study. Data were collected in the course
of 15 weeks. Each week, first, the participants cooperatively read an expository passage in 15 four-
member groups in class. Then, each participant was asked to carry out an individual reading assignment
at home. For the cooperative reading assessment, both the group performance and the individual
homework assignment of each participant was weekly self-, peer-, and instructor-assessed. The results
demonstrated the participants’ reasonable accuracy in assessing cooperative reading. Furthermore, the
qualitative findings obtained from a semi-structured focus group interview showed that the participants
perceived cooperative reading assessment positively. The study may produce credible evidence for
using cooperative assessment as a reasonably honest approach to evaluate EFL learners’ reading

performance.
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INTRODUCTION

Cooperative learning (CL) has a noticeable
effect on education in general and second
language learning (Dornyei, 1997). CL is “the
instructional use of small groups so that
students work together to maximize their own
and one another’s learning” (Johnson &
Johnson, 1990, p.69). Yet, not every group
work is CL. According to Roger and Johnson
(1994), there is a difference between simply
asking students to work in a group and
structuring groups of students to work
cooperatively. That is to say, in CL students
work together to accomplish shared goals and
demand beneficial outcomes to all members
(Johnson & Johnson, 1999). In cooperative
classrooms, according to Slavin (1995),
“students are expected to help each other, to
discuss and argue with each other, to assess
each other’s current knowledge and fill in gaps
in each other’s understanding” (p. 2). In a
similar vein, Dornyei (1997) refers to three key
components of CL which make a learning
approach cooperative. First, students spend
most of the class time working in groups of
three to six members. Second, learning is
structured to ensure that their peers have also
achieved the instructional goal. Third, both the
group’s  achievement and  individual
achievement are equally assessed and
rewarded.

While reviewing some empirical studies on
CL, Falchikov (1993) enumerates some of the
benefits of CL. For instance, CL promotes
higher achievement in participants compared

with that of competitive learners. Moreover,
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students working cooperatively use higher
cognitive strategies for learning than do
competitive peers. CL, furthermore, promotes
positive attitude toward the subject studied and
helps group members improve their
interpersonal relations. Students’ self-esteem
can also be enhanced as a result of participation
in cooperative groups.

Despite the potential benefits of CL,
assessment of CL has received much less
attention (Ballantine & Mccourt Larres, 2007).
That is, CL is usually viewed as a means of
learning not assessment, at least in EFL
settings. The purpose of this study,
accordingly, was to explore how CL would be

assessed in an Iranian EFL learning context.

CL: Basic Elements

What distinguishes CL is the inclusion of five
basic elements. Johnson and Johnson (1999)
explain these elements as follows:

1. Positive interdependence is furthered
simply because one cannot succeed unless
other group members succeed. In other
words, success depends on the participation
and success of all group members.

2. Individual accountability is encouraged
when the performance of each individual
student is assessed, and the results are given
back to the group and each of the
individuals.

3. Face-to-face promotive interaction is
promoted when individuals promote each
other’s success by helping, assisting,
supporting, encouraging, and praising one

another’s effort.
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4. Social skills are furthered because
leadership, decision-making, trust-building,
communication, and conflict management
skills will be taught to group members.

5. Group processing is enhanced when group
members discuss how well they achieve
their goals and maintain effective

relationships.

Group Assessment: An  Approach to

Assessing CL

Presumably, evaluation of the group work is
not prevalent among teachers (Zhang, Johnston,
& Kilic, 2008). Teachers may prefer assessing
the students individually after learning
collaboratively. Yet, group assessment would
appear to be a reasonable way to evaluate
students at the time when universities tend to
train graduates to deal with real life challenges
(Strauss, 2001). However, group assessment
suffers from some limitations. If students know
that the grade they will get is predominantly the
outcome of other students’ levels of effort, they
do not take it seriously (Gibbs, 2009). Latane”
(1981), writing on the theory of social loafing,
claims that the inherent nature of group work is
that each individual member contributes to a
group less than s/he would work alone. Another
problem of group assessment is free-riding
which Morris and Hayes describe (as cited in
Ballantine & Mccourt Larres, 2007, p. 166) as
“the problem of the non-performing group
member who reaps the benefit of the
accomplishment of the remaining group
members with little or no cost to him/herself.”
Houldsworth and Matthews (2000) also

describe a sucker effect in which the most
hardworking student gradually reduces his
effort in order to avoid being taken advantage
of by the free-riders.

To overcome such problems, Falchikov
(1986) suggests that group work should be
assessed in terms of its process or product. The
product of group work usually takes the form of
a collective outcome albeit individual student
assignments may also be submitted (Spatar,
Penna, Mills, Kutija, & Cooke, 2015). The
process of group work, according to Spatar et
al., is each group member’s contribution to
group work to achieve shared outcomes.
However, the extent to which students should
be assessed for either the process of group work
or its product is a controversial issue (Johnston
& Miles, 2004). To Falchikov (1986, 1993),
both the process and product of group learning
should be assessed. She distinguishes between
assessing the product (through instructor-
assessment) and assessing the process (through
peer- and self-assessment). As Saito and Fujita
(2009) assert “the degree of cooperation in a
group should be reflected in the extent to which
the group members contributed to the final
product by using an array of the group process

skills at a moment in need” (p. 152).

Group assessment through self- and peer-
assessment. Most methods proposed to assess
individual contributions to group work,
including CL, rely on self- and peer-assessment
(Lejk, Wyvill, & Farrow, 1996). In group-
assessment, self- and peer ratings provide a rich
source of information to estimate individual

contribution (Zhang et al., 2008). In self-
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assessment, learners judge their own
performance against the assessment criteria,
and in peer-assessment they assess the peers’
performance (Falchikov, 1986).

In the realm of group assessment, peer-
assessment has gained much more interest. In
theory, at least, according to Cheng and Warren
(2000), peer-assessment allows both the
process and product of learning to be assessed
more fairly because it is the students themselves
who have knowledge about group’s activities.
However, to Goldfinch (1994) peer-assessment
can be more valid by supplementing it with self-
assessment. Her assumption is that by including
self-assessment, over-generous students in
peer-assessment will probably inflate their own
total as much as that of their peers.

According to Johnson and Johnson (1999),
one way to ensure group dynamics and
individual accountability is the assessment of
both individual and group performance. By
grading learners’ within-group performance
and individual outcome, either through self-
and peer-assessment or instructor-assessment,
students are provided with tangible recognition
for their own work toward the group process
and product, and they may be penalized for not
contributing to the group (Davies, 2009; Gibbs,
2009; McWhaw, Schnackenberg, Sclater, &
Abrami, 2003; Strauss, 2001).

Very few studies can be found on group
assessment in EFL/ESL context. Cheng and
Warren (2000), for instance, conducted a study
with Chinese students studying English for
Academic Purposes (EAP) to examine how
individuals assessed the peers’ contributions to

a group project. The students carried out an
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integrated group project which was made up of
three components: A seminar presentation, an
oral presentation, and a written report. The
assessment procedures included both teacher-
assessment and peer-assessment. It was
concluded that peer-assessment is effective to
evaluate individual contributions to group
work.

In another study, Saito and Fujita (2009)
examined the relationship between group
cooperation (process) and the quality of group
presentations (product) on Japanese EFL
students. Results showed that most group
members could differentiate the degree of each
member’s contribution to the group project. In
addition, the process of the group work was a
statistically significant predictor of the product
of the group work.

Self- and peer-assessment and reading.
Research pertaining to self- and peer-
assessment has primarily focused on their
validity (Zhang et al., 2008). In this regard, the
students’ rating accuracy is concerned. Rating
accuracy refers to the extent to which the
student-raters are in close agreement with the
criterion reference. The criterion reference can
be the instructor’ ratings, or the results obtained
from standardized tests, e.g., TOEFL. To this
end, research is devoted to find any correlation
coefficient or draw a mean-score comparison
between student ratings and the criterion
reference. High agreements or non-significant
differences between the criterion reference and
the student-raters can put an accurate
interpretation on the self- and peer-assessment

results. That is, students can accurately assess
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their own or their peers’ performance, when
their ratings are compared with those of the
instructors’.

In the EFL/ESL reading literature, for
instance, Ross’s (1998) examined the validity
of self-assessment on second language reading
ability. As a result of his meta-analysis on self-
assessment of four language skills, Ross
reported that the largest number of correlations
were recorded for the reading skill. Shokri
(2015) also investigated the relationship
between students’ reading self-assessment,
teacher-assessment, and their final exam scores.
The results revealed a significant relationship
between the intermediate learners’ self-ratings
and teacher assessments. The same results,
however, were not achieved for the elementary
students. In another study, Tepsuriwong and
Bunsom (2013) designed a rubric for peer-
assessment purposes of Thai ESL students
assessing their peers’ reading performance. The
findings  surprisingly showed that the
correlations between teacher-assessment and
peer-assessment with the designed rubric was
lower than that of the peer-assessment without
the rubric. That is, the students accurately rated
their peers’ reading performance when the
yardstick was the teacher-assessment without

any objective criteria.

Purpose of the Study

Affected by the paradigm shift in language
assessment, reading assessment has witnessed
some innovative approaches to evaluate the
students’ reading skill. Grabe (2009), for
instance,

introduces  project-performance

evaluation as a “newer task format that
evaluates test takers as they read texts and then
perform in groups to carry out a larger project”
(p. 360). To Grabe, group assessment in reading
is an interesting alternative but problematic on
several validity grounds--giving individual
scores based on group interactions and a
holistic task. Similarly, Johnston and Miles
(2004) assert that group assessment is a
complicated task because it is difficult to decide
on the individual contributions to a group and
report numerical values.

Furthermore, the problem of freeloading in
group assessment increases when group
members work collaboratively without any
individualized task, i.e., there is no division of
labor (George, 1992). Accordingly, group
assessment within a cooperative learning
environment--cooperative  assessment--may
produce more reliable results since each group
member carries out a distinctive task which can
be separately assessed.

In the present study, cooperative assessment
is defined as one type of formative group
assessment, through which each group
member’s cooperative performance, as well as
individual accountability, is weekly assessed by
the instructor, self, and peer via related rubrics.
Put it another way, both the process and product
of cooperative learning are assessed. In this
respect, the process of cooperative reading
refers to EFL learners’ cooperation, division of
labor, and collaboration to comprehend
readings in a four-member group. The product
of cooperative reading refers to four reading
tasks, namely summarizing, outlining, graphic

organizing, and self-questioning weekly
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assigned tasks carried out individually. In other
words, the process of cooperative reading
includes in-class group participation and
cooperative performance, while the products

were homework individual assignments. Figure
1 depicts the features of cooperative reading
assessment, defined in this study.

Cooperative Reading Assessment
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Figure 1. Features of Cooperative Reading Assessment.

Cooperative assessment would be different
from previous studies (e.g., Falchikov, 1986,
1993; Johnston & Miles, 2004) in that it focuses
on both within-group performance and
individual learning, each is assessed by the
instructor, self, and peers. In addition, it is a
formative assessment, through which weekly
ratings and comments would be reported to the
students. Thus, they can learn from the
instructor’s feedback and improve their reading
performance.

Notwithstanding the popularity of self-
assessment and peer-assessment in EFL

studies, group assessment appears to arouse less

1

interest. More specifically, no study has so far,
to the best of the researchers’ knowledge, been
carried out on cooperative reading assessment
in Iranian EFL settings although there are
ample pieces of evidence to support the positive
effect of CL on Iranian EFL students’ reading
comprehension (e.g., Azizinezhad, Hashemi, &
Darvishi, 2013; Jalilifar, 2010; Marzban &
Alinejad, 2014). The present study,
consequently, aimed at examining Iranian EFL
learners’ rating accuracy in  assessing
cooperative reading.

Learners’ perception toward cooperative
assessment was also determined to cross-

validate the quantitative data. The following
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guestions were raised to fulfill the research
purpose:

Q1 Is there any statistically significant
relationship  between self-, peer-, and
instructor-assessment of Iranian EFL learners’
cooperative reading products?

Q2. Is there any statistically significant
difference between the ratings of self-, peer-,
and instructor-raters assessing lranian EFL
learners’ cooperative reading products?

Qs Is there any statistically significant
relationship  between self-, peer-, and
instructor-assessment of Iranian EFL learners’
cooperative reading process?

Q4 Is there any statistically significant
difference between the ratings of self-, peer-,
and instructor-raters assessing lranian EFL
learners’ cooperative reading process?

Qs: How do Iranian EFL learners evaluate

cooperative assessment?

METHODS

Participants

Sixty Iranian sophomores, aged between 19 and
24, participated in this study. The participants
included 14 male and 46 female EFL
undergraduates studying at Islamic Azad
University, Tehran Central Branch. They
attended Reading Comprehension 11l class
which was a four-credit course. Therefore,
during the semester the participants received 32
sessions of instruction, each of which lasted for
90 minutes.

The participants were selected based on

their performance on the Oxford Placement

Test (OPT) and the Reid’s (1987) perceptual
learning style preference questionnaire. On the
basis of the OPT results, only those students
whose scores fell between one standard
deviation above or below the mean were
chosen. Moreover, based on the results of the
perceptual learning style questionnaire, those
students who did not favor group learning were
excluded from the research population. Due to
the university registration norms, it was
practically impossible for the researchers to
disrupt the schedules by randomizing the
participants. Thus, an intact group was used as

the research sample.
Instruments

OPT. The OPT was used in the present study as
an English language proficiency test. The test
has two main sections, each with 100 items.
Listening skills, grammar, vocabulary, and

reading skills are targeted at the OPT.

Perceptual Learning Style Preference
Questionnaire. Since reading instruction was
geared to group learning, it was critical to
identify the students who did not prefer group
work. To do so, Reid’s (1987) learning style
guestionnaire was used. Reid has classified
perceptual learning styles into six types: visual,
auditory, kinesthetic, tactile, individual, and
group, the last of which was taken into account
in the current study.

The results obtained from the questionnaire
were classified into major, minor, and
negligible preferences. Major preference is a

preferred leaning style, minor preference is one
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in which learners can still function well, and
negligible preference is the one that makes the
learning difficult for students (Reid, 1987). For
the purpose of this study, six students with
negligible group learning style were discarded.

Reading passages. The main reading
materials included 12 expository passages
taken from electronic magazines and the
Internet pages. The researchers benefited from
Nuttall’ (1996) criteria for choosing EFL/ESL
reading materials. For piloting the passages,
factors such as readability (13 as measured by
Fry formula), length (1400 words on the
average), authenticity, date of publication,
American English style, rhetorical organization
of the passages, and learners’ topic of interest

were taken into account.

Rating scales for assessing the reading
performance. Both the process and product of
cooperative reading performance were assessed
using appropriate  rubrics--having  been
validated in a forthcoming study by the same
researchers. The researchers developed four
rating sub-scales to assess the products of
cooperative reading--summarizing, outlining,
graphic organizing, and self-questioning tasks.
Each sub-scale included three components that
would be assessed according to the four levels
of performance, namely, very good (4), good
(3), fair (2), and poor (1), ranging in numerical
value from 4 to 1. Therefore, each student could
obtain a maximum total score ofl2. The
researchers validated the scales through

running factor analysis.
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In addition, a five-point Likert scale was
designed based on five basic elements of CL
(Johnson & Johnson, 1990) to measure the
process of cooperative reading. Accordingly,
the maximum total score obtained through the
scale was 20. After being developed, both
scales were used for the purpose of instructor-,

self-, and peer-assessment during the treatment.

Semi-structured focus group interview. In
order to gather the qualitative data from the
participants, a semi-structured focus-group
interview was conducted with 20 students after
the treatment. In other words, five four-member
groups  were interviewed by  the
instructor/researcher separately. The interview
questions aimed at eliciting the students’
evaluation of cooperative assessment. The
students were asked whether they were satisfied
with their group’ cooperative performance,
self- and peer-assessment, instructor’s
evaluation criteria, and so forth. Each group’s

interview was separately audio-recorded to be

carefully analyzed.

Data Collection Procedures

The current study was a mixed-methods
research collecting and analyzing both
guantitative and qualitative data through an
embedded design. Data were collected in
regular class time and over a period of 15
weeks. To this end, the following procedures

were pursued:

Homogenizing the participants. Before the

onset of the study, the OPT was administered to
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all participants to homogenize their English
language proficiency. Then, the Reid’ (1987)
learning style preference questionnaire was
given to the participants to cross out those
students who did not prefer working in a group.

Training cooperative assessment. At the
beginning of the semester, the instructor, the
first author of this article, thoroughly explained
the principles of CL serving as a basis for
reading instruction. After being familiar with
cooperative reading, the participants were
asked to form four-member groups based on
their own preferences.

Later, the instructor modeled the four
reading tasks defined as the products of
cooperative reading. These tasks were chosen
from a list of effective reading strategies,
compiled by Grabe (2009, p. 209), which have
been empirically supported by numerous
studies (e.g., Brown & Day, 1983; Klingner &
Vaughn, 1999; Palincsar & Brown, 1984).

Then, the participants received training in
self-assessment and peer-assessment for 90
minutes. They were briefly instructed to use the
intended scales for the purpose of self- and
peer-assessment. Then, in order to clearly
establish the assessment criteria, the instructor
provided the participants with some rated
samples shown via a video projector. After
becoming familiar with the reading scales, the
groups practiced assessing four student samples
together in class. Having rated the samples, the
participants compared their own scores with
those of the instructor to come to an agreement

on the ratings.

Assessing cooperative reading. After
receiving the two training weeks, the
participants read 12 unseen passages
cooperatively within their own groups for 12
sessions. All passages should be read paragraph
by paragraph by the group members who were
required to carry out four assigned tasks,
including clarifying any unclear points of a
paragraph, identifying the paragraph structure
and transition markers, choosing the best title
for a paragraph, and restating the gist. In other
words, each group member took a different
role. The group members should assist each
other in achieving the intended outcome--
comprehending the passage. To this end, the
members shared their findings with the group
and received their feedback.

The seats in the class were arranged in such
a way that the group members could easily
interact with one another. The instructor
carefully observed the groups’ cooperative
performance using the designed scale to rate the
participants’ level of group contribution, i.e.,
the process of cooperative reading in class.
Similarly, the group members were required to
rate the peers’ contributions to the group via the
identical scale. The results of instructor, self-,
and peer-assessment of group performance
were reported to the individuals the following
week.

Having read the passages in class, the
participants were required to do their weekly
assignments at home and submitted them to the
instructor the subsequent week. That is, the
products of cooperative reading were prepared.
To do this, the members of a group shared the

four tasks of summarizing, outlining, graphic
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organizing, and self-questioning among
themselves and exchanged them every week. In
other words, each group member did a different
task each session. During 12 sessions, every
student carried out the four tasks three times.
Division and rotation of the assigned tasks were
checked by the group leader, chosen by the
instructor. After doing the assignment, each
student sent his/her own piece of work to the
group members through either email or any
smart phone messaging services. The
participants then assessed their own, as well as
their group members’ assignments, using the
same rating scales. Each week, the instructor
assessed the students’ individual assignments
and brought back them to the learners so that
they could receive the instructor’ ratings and
comments on their own piece of work. In
addition, an external rater, who was a Ph.D.
candidate with previous experience of teaching
reading at universities, was asked to rate the
student samples in order to achieve the reliable

results.

Conducting the semi-structured focus

group interview. After the intervention, five

Table 1

group of students were randomly invited for the
focus group interview. Each group was
interviewed for approximately 15-20 minutes
by the instructor who asked the questions in
English, but the participants could answer them

in either English or Persian.

RESULTS

Quantitative data analysis. Before the null
hypotheses were tested, reliability analyses
were computed for estimating intra-rater and
inter-rater consistency. Table 1 represents inter-
rater reliability coefficients for the four
intended reading tasks--cooperative reading
products. The results indicate substantially
great consistency between the two raters for all
tasks. The first rater, the instructor, randomly
selected 20 samples out of a pool of 60 and
rated them once again after the treatment.
Correlation coefficients were used between the
two set of scores to determine her intra-rater
consistency for each task (Tables 2). The results
indicate highly acceptable reliability values

confirming intra-rater consistency.

Inter-Rater Reliability Coefficients for Cooperative Reading Products

Pearson Correlation Sig.
Summarizing 959+ .000
Outlining 974** .000
Graphic Organizing 971 .000
Self-questioning .962** .000

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.
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Table 2

Intra-Rater Reliability Coefficients for Cooperative Reading Products

Pearson Correlation Sig.
Summarizing .985** .000
Outlining 970** .000
Graphic Organizing 937** .000
Self-questioning 947** .000

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.

Testing the first null hypothesis. The

numerical data for answering the first research
guestion came from the average scores of each
reading task given by the two raters and the
participants themselves across 12 sessions. The
following null hypothesis was formulated to
this end:
Hoi: There is not any statistically significant
relationship  between self-, peer-, and
instructor-assessment of Iranian EFL learners’
cooperative reading products.

The hypothesis was tested using Pearson
product-moment  correlation  coefficient.
Preliminary analyses were performed to ensure
no violation of the assumptions of normality,
linearity, and homoscedasticity for all the
correlation coefficients. Three average scores
were calculated for each participant for self-
assessment, mean of peer-assessment, and
mean of instructor-assessment, respectively.

These scores are obtained from the designed

rating scales, which were identical for both the
participants and the instructors.

As Table 3 shows, there is a relatively
strong and positive relationship between
instructor-assessment and self-assessment, r=
0.70, p < 0.01, because high scores of self-
assessment associate with high scores of
instructor-assessments. There is a strong and
positive  association between instructor-
assessment and peer-assessment in a similar
vein, r=0.73, p < 0.01. The correlation between
self- and peer-assessment is also positive and
acceptable (r= 0.60, p < 0.01). To Pallant
(2013), the strength of the relationship between
0.50 and 1.0 is large, indicating a strong
relationship between the two variables.
Therefore, the first research null hypothesis was
rejected, suggesting a statistically significant
relationship  between self-, peer-, and

instructor-assessment of Iranian EFL learners’

gt

cooperative reading products.
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Table 3

Correlations Coefficients between the Instructor-, Self-, and Peer-assessment on the Products of

Cooperative Reading

Instructor Self Peer
Pearson Correlation 1 707 736"
Instructor ) )
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000
N 60 60 60
Pearson Correlation 707 1 .601™
Self
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000
N 60 60 60
Pearson Correlation .736™ .601™ 1
Peer ) )
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000
N 60 60 60

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Testing the second null hypothesis. The

mean scores of the student-raters were
compared with those of the instructor-raters to
confirm the participants’ rating accuracy in
cooperative reading assessment. Regarding the
product of cooperative reading, the following
null hypothesis was formulated:
Hoz: There is not any statistically significant
difference between the ratings of self-, peer-,
and instructor-assessment of Iranian EFL
learners’ cooperative reading product.

The hypothesis was tested using One-way
ANOVA since the data was typically
distributed based on Kolmogorov-Smirnov and
Shapiro-Wilk tests results (p < .05). In addition,

the results of Levene’s test showed that the

gr

assumption of homogeneity of variances was
not violated. The results of descriptive statistics
(Table 4) show that the students overrated their
own, as well as their peers’, reading task
performance comparing to the instructor-
assessment as the criterion measurement.
However, One-way ANOVA was used to check
if there was any statistically significant
difference among the ratings of the three group
of raters (Table 5). As Table 5 demonstrates,
there is not any statistically significant
difference at the p< .05 level in the reading task
scores for the three groups when the effect size
is also too small (Eta squared=.03). Hence, the

second null hypothesis was confirmed.
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Table 4

Descriptive Statistics for the Products of Cooperative Reading Assessment

Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation
Instructor 2.83 11.20 8.1688 1.76896
Self 5.91 10.66 9.0797 1.97726
Peer 6.58 11.41 9.8945 1.14731

Valid N (listwise)

Table 5

One way-ANOVA for the Products of Cooperative Reading Assessment

SS(;]S;r?; Mean Square F Sig.
Between Groups 9.709 4.854 3.056 .060
Within Groups 281.174 177 1.589
Total 290.882 179

Testing the third null hypothesis. The

numerical data for answering the third research
question came from the participants’
cooperative reading performance  while
contributing to the groups in class. The related
null hypothesis was formulated as follows:
Hos: There is not any statistically significant
relationship between the self-, peer-, and
instructor-assessment of Iranian EFL learners’
cooperative reading process.

The relationship between self-, peer-, and
instructor-assessment in rating the participants’
cooperative  reading  performance  was
investigated using Pearson product-moment
correlation  coefficient (Table 6). The
instructor’s classroom observation of each
group performance and field notes were used as

the criteria reference. For each participant, the

gr

average scores of self-, peer-, and instructor-
assessment were calculated.

Preliminary analyses were performed to
ensure no violation of the assumptions of
normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity. As
Table 6 shows, there is a strong and positive
correlation between the instructor and self-
ratings, r= 0.81, p < 0.01. Similarly, there is a
positive correlation between the peers’ and the
instructor’ ratings, r= 0.91, p < 0.01. The
correlation between self- and peer-assessment
is also relatively strong and positive (r= 0.72, p
< 0.01). As a result, the third research null
hypothesis was rejected, suggesting significant
relationships between the self-, peer-, and
instructor-assessment of Iranian EFL learners’

cooperative reading process.
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Table 6

Correlations Coefficients between the Instructor-, Self-, and Peer-assessment on the Process of

Cooperative Reading

Instructor Self Peer
Pearson Correlation 1 811™ .914™
Instructor Sig. (2-tailed) 000 000
N 60 60 60
Pearson Correlation 811™ 1 727
Self Sig. (2-tailed) 000 000
N 60 60 60
Pearson Correlation .914™ T27 1
Peer Sig. (2-tailed) 000 000
N 60 60 60

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Testing the fourth null hypothesis. One-

way ANOVA was run to examine the
participants’ rating accuracy in self- and peer-
assessment of cooperative reading process. The
following null hypothesis was formulated:
Hos: there is not any statistically significant
difference between the ratings of self-, peer-,
and instructor-assessment of Iranian EFL
learners’ cooperative reading process.

The hypothesis was tested using One-way
ANOVA because tests of normality indicated
that the data was normally distributed. The
Levene’s test also confirmed the homogeneity

of variances. The results of the descriptive

gr

statistics (Table 7) show that the participants
overestimated their own cooperative reading
performance (M=17.77). However, the peers’
performance was underestimated (M=15.45).
The results of one-way ANOVA (Table 8) also
indicate that there is statistically significant
difference between the mean scores of self- and
peer-assessment and that of the instructor-
assessment in assessing the process of
cooperative reading, F (2, 177) =3.848,p<0.1.
Despite reaching statistical significance, the
actual difference in mean scores among the
groups is relatively small because the effect

size, calculated via eta squared, is 0.04.
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Table 7
Descriptive Statistics for the Process of Cooperative Reading Assessment

Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation
Instructor 8.90 19.40 16.1467 2.58670
Self 16.20 20.00 17.7750 1.06064
Peer 6.90 19.50 15.4500 2.70183

Valid N (listwise)

Table 8
One-way ANOVA for the Process of Cooperative Reading Assessment

Sum of df Mean Square F Sig.
Squares
Between Groups 73.314 2 36.657 3.848 .023
Within Groups 1686.295 177 9.527
Total 1759.610 179

Table 9
Multiple Comparisons: Tukey HSD

(1) rater (J) rater Mean Std. Sig. 95% Confidence Interval
groups groups Difference (I- Error Lower Upper
J) Bound Bound
IA SA -.88667 56353 .260 -2.2186 4453
PA 67167 56353 460 -.6603 2.0036
SA IA .88667 56353 260 -.4453 2.2186
PA 1.55833" 56353 017 2264 2.8903
PA IA -.67167 56353 460 -2.0036 .6603
SA -1.55833" 56353 017 -2.8903 -.2264

*. The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.

Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HDS self- or peer-raters. However, the mean score
test (Table 9) indicate that there are no for the group of self-raters (M= 17.77, SD=
statistically significant differences between the 1.06) is different from the group of peer-raters
mean scores of the instructor-raters and either (M= 15.45, SD= 2.70). In other words, the

gt
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participants rated their own performance
differently when peer-assessment was the
yardstick. Therefore, the fourth null hypothesis
was rejected.

Quialitative data analysis. The purpose of
last research question was to determine how the
participants evaluated cooperative assessment.
In order to answer this question, the data were
collected via a semi-structured focus group
interview. First, the gathered data were
transcribed. Then, a content analysis was
performed in order to identify some iterative
ideas. The analyzed data were finally grouped
into five general themes:

Individuals’ contributions. The
participants were asked to evaluate their own
and their group members’ contributions to the
group. Almost all students (91%) were satisfied
with their own performance within the group.
They believed they did their best to perform
cooperative roles and help the group members
comprehend the passages. Similarly, most of
them (82%) were pleased with their group
members’ contributions to the group. They
positively rated the members’ constructive
comments and feedback. Some representative
extractions are: “l used my friends’ comments
to correct my assignments”; “The members
encouraged me to do my best when we were
reading the passages in class”; “I had very nice

and supportive friends in my group.”

Process of cooperative reading. The
participants’ satisfaction with the assessment

on the process of cooperative reading was also

gr

determined. Nearly all students (94%) agreed
that cooperative assessment was highly
effective. However, they preferred instructor-
and peer-assessment since observing and rating
others’ performances could be easier than
evaluating one’s own cooperative performance.
In addition, the participants reported that self-
assessment was not the indispensable part of the
cooperative assessment. One student said “self-
assessment seemed stupid to me because |
thought | did my best, and, of course, | should
give high grades to myself.”

Products of cooperative reading. The
students were also asked whether they were
satisfied with cooperative assessment on the
assigned reading tasks. Almost all students
(95%) believed that instructor-rating was the
most effective approach to evaluate their
reading task performance. They enjoyed
receiving instructor’s ratings and comments to
modify their assigned tasks.

As regards peer-assessment, 19% of the
participants remarked that it could be
invaluable if the ratings were consistently
reported to the peers. In their views, secret
scores excited their curiosity to grasp what their
friends reflected on their reading performance.
However, majority of the respondents (81%)
expressed a strong preference for unreported
ratings. “It could affect me negatively if I
received low grades from my peers,” said one
student. “I felt embarrassed to give real marks
to my friends, so | could not be honest with
them”; “It is meaningless because you only try
to please them with good grades,” said other

students.
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Although most students (71%) reported that
self-assessment of reading tasks was difficult
for them, 78% of the respondents referred to the
utility of self- assessment as a tool for noticing
their mistakes. It is evident in the following
excerpts: “T used self-assessment as a checklist
to find my errors”; “I realize how much I have
learned”; “I found out that I should improve my

reading skills.”

Assessment criteria. Eighty-nine percent
of those interviewed expressed that they were
satisfied with the instructor’s evaluation
criteria, through which both their cooperative
reading performance  and individual
accountability were assessed by the instructor,
peers, and the students themselves. Only a
small number of participants commented that
more emphasis should be placed on the
individual assignments, while a few others
believed that the central focus should be on the

in-class process of group work activities.

Group formation. Finally, none of the
students showed negative perception of self-
selection approach to form cooperative groups.
When being interviewed, one student
mentioned: “If you selected my group
members, | would not enjoy working with the
group. I prefer to work with my friends because
we are responsible for each other’s learning.” In
addition, most students thought that they did not
like mixed ability groups because it could be a
laborious task to work with low-achievers.
They also did not prefer working with high
achievers who may dominate group work. “I

cannot accept the comments of a member who

thinks she knows the best,” said one male

student.
DISCUSSIONS

The current study aimed at examining Iranian
EFL learners’ accuracy in  assessing
cooperative reading. The quantitative findings
revealed that both the process and product of
cooperative reading were accurately assessed
by the participants, using self- and peer-
assessment. A partial explanation for this may
lie in the fact that self-assessment gave students
practice in evaluating their own work. Possibly,
peer-assessment of the reading tasks gave them
the opportunity to review and learn from other
students” work. That they found peer-
assessment of the group contributions highly
effective was probably owing to the fact that
they considered the evaluative function of peer-
assessment, and, so, they were sensitive to
report accurate results. In return, receiving
group members’ informal comments, rather
than numerical ratings allowed the students to
learn about their own achievement as an
individual learner and a group member.

The results are in line with a large body of
research, reporting close agreement between
self-assessment and the criterion reference
(e.g., Bachman & Palmer, 1989; Falchikov &
Boud, 1989; Ross, 1998; Shokri, 2015; Stefani,
1994; Williams, 1992). Regarding peer-
assessment, the present research also
corroborates the findings of several studies,
suggesting high agreement between peer-
assessment and that of the criterion

measurement (e.g., Falchikov & Goldfinch,
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2000; Freeman, 1995; Patri, 2002;
Tepsuriwong & Bunsom, 2013). The results,
however, do not support Paleczek, Seifert,
Schwab, and Gasteiger-Klicpera’s (2015)
findings, which showed lower correlations
between young learners’ self-assessment scores
and the objective reading test scores. This might
be due to the differences between the two
research samples regarding age and level of
English proficiency.

Concerning the significant difference
between self-rater and peer-raters, the results of
the present study shared some similarities with
Johnston and Miles’s (2004) findings in that
their research population rated their own
contributions significantly higher than those of
their peers. The findings also indicated that the
participants were consistent with the instructor-
raters in terms of assessing intra-group
performance. Unlike the current research, in
Johnston and Miles’s study there was no
significant correlation between self-ratings and
peer-ratings.

Furthermore, the qualitative data analysis
showed that the students evaluated the efficacy
of cooperative assessment positively. Similar to
the results reported by Ballantine and Mccourt
Larres (2007), the evidence found in the current
study also pointed to the participants’ high level
of satisfaction with group assessment.

The findings are in complete agreement
with other studies, showing the positive
perception of students toward self- and peer-
assessment (e.g., Bachelor, 2017; Gatfield,
1999; Mufioz & Alvarez, 2007; Woolhouse,
1999). In general, however, the participants

favored instructor-assessment of both the

gr

process and product of cooperative reading
more positively comparing to self- and peer-
assessment. This matches well with Ozogiil and
Sullivan’s (2009) study in which the students’
overall attitude was significantly more positive
toward teacher-assessment than toward peer-
assessment.

Unlike Praver, Rouault, and Eidswick’s
(2011) study in which students felt that peer-
ratings with comments were more useful than
only numerical assessment, in this study the
participants reported that only receiving peer-
comments were sufficient and efficient. These
findings refute previous results reported by
Cheng and Warren (2005) who found that while
a majority of tertiary students in Hong Kong
considered  peer-assessment favorably, a
minority perceived themselves or other students
unable to provide fair evaluations.

In this study, although not rejecting the
existence of bias in assessment, the participants
believed that peer-assessment was a reliable
approach to evaluate peers’ contributions to the
group. This aligns with Gatfield’s (1999) study
in which the students commented that peers can
assess each other fairly.

The results also indicated that the
participants favored the instructor’s evaluation
criteria which focus on both the process and
product of cooperative reading. Like the
participants of Li and Campbell’s (2008) study,
the participants of the present research held
negative views about group assignments when
an overall group grade was equally given to all
members. The participants concluded that only

when each individual’s contrition to the group
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was assessed, would the group assessment be
reliable.

Finally, it is worth-mentioning that certain
limitations were imposed on this study, which
constrained the researchers from drawing
robust conclusions and limited the
generalizability of the results. Firstly, the small
sample size provided only a limited amount of
data, and, therefore, the findings cannot be
generalizable. Secondly, the participants could
The

researcher/writer, as a result, had to resort to the

not be randomly selected.
use of an intact group. Finally, both classes
included the students majoring in English
translation, making the generalizability of the

findings more restricted.

CONCLUSION

The finding of the study indicated that the
students accurately assessed their own, as well
as their peers’, reading performance. Hence,
taking consensus as an indicator of accuracy,
the researchers can conclude that cooperative
assessment was a valid tool for assessing EFL
learners’ cooperative reading performance. The
participants’  favorable attitude toward
cooperative assessment also confirms the
findings.

The results of this study may have some
pedagogical implications for language teachers.

Managed correctly, group-assessment can

Product

[2TA+SA+PA j -+ EI"A of I1C

CP=

contribute to formal classroom assessment if
students are provided with clear measurement
criteria, adequate training and practice, and
constructive feedback. Teachers can also
benefit from the findings of this study to
consider learners’ attitude toward self- and
peer-assessment  using  opinionnaires  or
conducting interviews. According to Patri
(2002), individual interviews after self- or peer-
assessment can be helpful for both teachers and
students to understand the psychological factors
involved in learners’ tendencies to over- Of
under-estimate their performance.

The results also foreground the importance
of considering teacher-assessment as a criterion
reference for assessing the process of group
work, an uncommon case in the realm of group
To this end,

and

teachers should

group
interactions and dynamics using their field

assessment.
carefully  observe monitor
notes and suitable checklists. Teachers should
also consider group members’ ratings and
comments given to one another.

In the group assessment literature, several
statistical approaches have been proposed to
calculate individuals’ contributions to group
projects (Lejk et al., 1996). As a theoretical
implication, the following simple formula is
proposed for summative purposes to estimate a
cooperative performance (CP) score for an

individual in an EFL classroom:

Process

(SA+PA)
SGC

2
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where TA stands for the mean of teacher-
assessment, SA is the mean score of self-
assessment, and PA denotes the mean score of
peer-assessment. In addition, IC stands for
individual contribution to the group, while
>GC is sum of the group members’
contributions to the group. It is the instructor’s
choice to consider either equal or weighted
proportions for the instructor-ratings and those
of the student-ratings. In this study, the
researcher doubled the average score of the
instructor-assessment since it was the criterion
measurement and assumed to be less biased
than student-assessment.

Concerning the results, further research can
be undertaken in some areas. For instance,
correlation coefficients were calculated in the
current study as pieces of evidence to support
the criterion validity of cooperative assessment.
The present researchers suggest using
Generalizability Theory framework to evaluate
the reliability of cooperative assessment as
well. In addition, the same research can be
replicated to examine whether there is a
difference between male and female students’
rating accuracy in assessing cooperative
reading. Finally, in the current study the groups
were formed via the self-selection approach.
Further studies are needed to examine if
random and/or teacher selection approaches can
affect EFL students’ performance on
cooperative activities. It is hoped that the
current research can serve as a base for future

studies on group assessment in EFL contexts.
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