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The idea of group work assessment is often seen as complicated, but necessary given the value of 
group work to learning. However, the traditional method involving a collective grade has been shown 
to be a less effective option, and raises questions about fairness for the students. Utilizing an 
evaluation factor provides a more inclusive assessment strategy, factoring in peer and self-assessment 
to enhance the reliability of the assessment. Through the evaluation factor, an instructor can maintain 
the product of the group work as the foundation of assessment, while allowing the process of the 
group work to be reflected in the evaluation factor. In this way, the evaluation factor provides a lens 
through which each individual in the group is more comprehensively assessed, and concerns for 
fairness are addressed. 

In education, incorporating group work, in which 
students are directed to work together and collaborate 
on a single project, into lessons presents a significant 
challenge.  With the growing popularity for group work 
at all levels of education, as well as research indicating 
scientific support for the benefits of group work in 
learning (Chiriac, 2014), the inclusion of group work 
has become a virtual necessity and a crucial aspect of 
effective instruction.  However, to incorporate group 
work into a course, one must choose an assessment 
strategy, and therein lies a substantial aspect of the 
challenge. Teachers often describe group work 
assessment as complex and challenging, because there 
are concerns regarding fairness and individual 
assessment (Forsell et al., 2019).  Commonly, at the end 
of a group work assignment, there is a final product or 
presentation, but a teacher can only infer the 
contributions of each group member. As a result, “the 
most common practice in higher education is for 
students to be graded solely on the basis of the quality 
of a submitted piece of work without consideration of 
the effort or input into that product” (Ko, 2013, 
p.302). As the prevalence of group work increases in 
higher education, many students have raised concerns 
and disagreed with grades being collectively awarded 
(Grammenos, et al., 2019). Stemming from this 
concern has been an increased focus on group 

assessment involving the use of peer and self-
assessment to address individual concerns. As a whole, 
there is a general consensus that self-assessment 
provides benefits for students (Brown & Harris, 2012; 
Chin 2016), and peer feedback can strengthen the 
accuracy of a student’s comprehension of the quality 
of their work (Ross, 2006).  While the manner in which 
peer and self-assessment is integrated into the 
evaluation varies, I propose higher education 
specifically can use peer and self-assessment as a lens 
through which the teacher can observe more 
information and provide a more comprehensive 
assessment.   

 

Evaluation Factor Method 

As the final product of a group work assignment 
is commonly evaluated collectively, with little to no 
inquiry into individual effort,  there is a clear concern 
for the lack of individual assessment. Due to the 
presence of others in a group work context, individuals 
may perceive less accountability (Garcia et al., 2002), 
and consequently withhold or reduce their efforts as 
they believe doing so will not affect the outcome 
(Karau & Williams, 1993).  This type of reduced effort 
for some of the group members may be described as 
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free riding or social loafing, which ultimately reduces 
the morale and effectiveness of the group work context 
(Karau & Williams, 1993; Schippers, 2014; McArdle et 
al., 2005).   

To address this concern, peer and self-assessment 
may be used to both combat the perception of lowered 
accountability, as well as allow the teacher to develop a 
lens, or Evaluation Factor (EF), through which each 
individual group member’s contribution may be  
viewed, influencing their individual assessment.  In this 
way, the overall product of the group work remains at 
the base of the assessment but the peer and self-
assessments provides the lens for each individual 
assessment. This EF may be determined using a brief 
but simple calculation, as shown in figure 1, which 
begins by determining the Grade Factor (GF) for each 
group member. In this calculation the self-evaluation 
has as much  weight as the combined average of all peer 
evaluations. Then each individual’s GF will be 
measured against the average  Figure 1 – GF and EF 
calculation. of the group’s GF, and this will determine 
the individual EF for each group member. An example  

of this strategy is outlined in Table 1, where you 
can see how an instructor assigned a grade of 86% for 
the group’s final submission. When the evaluation 
factor was applied as a lens for each individual, there 
has been a range of final grades from 81% to 90% 
awarded, and the change was influenced by peer and 
self-assessments, allowing the individual assessment to 
be more comprehensive.   

 

Figure 1. GF and EF Calculation 

 

Table 1 . An example of the Evaluation Factor (EF) in a group work scenario. This example was taken from a real 
student group where the assessment strategy was implemented, and a rubric-based assessment was employed. All 
calculations were easily completed in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.    
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Peer and Self-Assessment 

As a key aspect of the Evaluation Factor (EF), the 
first step is to determine what type of assessment 
system may be most effective for the peer and self-
assessment. A criterion-referenced assessment -- in 
which the assessor measures the subject against pre-set 
criteria -- is recommended (Burton, 2006).  Criterion-
referenced assessment provides greater reliability, 
validity, and transparency than norm-referenced or any 
other type of assessment, and strength of the reliability 
and validity of peer and self-assessment is dependent 
upon objective and clearly defined criteria being used 
(Ross, 2006; Ramdass & Zimmerman, 2008; Brown & 
Harris, 2012). Therefore, a rubric-based assessment 
was determined to be an effective method, and has 
been the only type of peer and self-assessment applied 
for this overall assessment strategy.   

 

The Rubric 

To develop an effective rubric, there are two 
primary aspects to begin with: the criteria and the 
scale the criteria is assessed on. Both of which were 
considered to develop the rubric seen in Appendix 
#1, which was used for the example seen in Table 1.   

 

The Criteria 

As Tierney and Simon, 2004, indicate the criteria 
chosen should reflect products or performances that 
are valued in the course being taught, and Ko, 2013, 
indicates group work may be broken down into two 
main aspects: the product, and the process.  The 
process, which lies outside of the perception of the 
assessor, but within the perception of the group’s 
members, should be the focus.  By making the process 
the focus, the assessor is including a perspective from 
within, resulting in a more comprehensive evaluation 
(Forsell et al., 2019).  Then, from the process, rather 
than the product, the concentration of the criteria may 
be on performances that are valued within the scope of 
the instruction.  With consideration for the common 
objectives of group, which often include a range of 
skills, such as: effective team work; appreciation and 
respect for other views; as well as techniques and 
problem-solving methods (Sofroniou, & Poutos, 
2016). The criteria selected should be connected to  

attributes or skills that fall within these processes of 
group work.  That being said, the selection should not 
be made solely by the teacher, as it is best if the 
students are involved in the co-construction of the 
criteria selected (Ross, et al., 1998a). By involving the 
students in the creation, they can be taught to use 
explicitly detailed criteria, to pay attention to the rubric, 
and to develop the ability to justify their evaluation, all 
of which can enhance the accuracy and reliability of 
rubric-based assessments (Laveault & Miles, 2002; 
Dunning et al., 2004; Ramdass & Zimmerman, 2008). 

 

The Scale 

With criteria selected, the next consideration is for 
the scale they will be placed on.  A key aspect is to 
ensure the scale progresses clearly from one level to the 
next, and is a positive, progressive scale, which does 
not create a negative tone for lower levels (Tierney & 
Simon, 2004).  A positive progressive scale, such as: 
developing, capable, proficient, exceptional, can use 
progressive terms in the description such as: few, 
some, most, all, when proceeding from the lower levels 
to the upper levels of the criteria.  In doing so, the scale 
is promoting learning as opposed to demonstrating 
little to no expectations when descriptors such as none 
or never are used at lower levels. In addition, the rubric 
in Appendix #1 has an extra level for rare situations in 
which a student evaluator may feel as though a 
criterion cannot be evaluated because no discernable 
effort was made to address it.  In such an instance, it is 
recommended the student evaluator communicate 
directly with the instructor to discuss issues that may 
fall beyond the scope of the rubric.    

 

Limitations of the EF 

Like all assessment strategies, consideration must 
be given to the limitations of this strategy.  The first is 
that this strategy may not be as optimal for in-class 
group work, where the assessor may informally include 
their observations of the group process, as they walk 
around and offer immediate formative assessment 
while they observe interactions.  The EF is most 
effective when used to increase the information on 
which the assessment is based, when the bulk of the 
group work and interaction occurs outside the formal 
classroom environment.   
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Another potential limitation for the EF is based 
on the quality and quantity of the peer and self-
assessments.  In terms of quantity, the EF may be less 
effective when the groups are smaller than four 
persons, as any aberrations in the peer feedback from 
a single individual may have a detrimental effect.  As 
well, the quality of the peer assessment, based upon the 
criteria selected, requires consideration.  However, in 
cases where aberrations or irregularities appear in the 
peer or self-assessments, this is where the teacher’s 
action, as described by Ross, 2006, may be a 
conversation with the assessor to explore the 
justification behind the assessment. In addition, 
research has demonstrated that peer and self-
assessment can be more effective than the formative 
assessment provided by an instructor (De Sande & 
Godino-Llorente, 2014), and both peer and self-
assessment have been demonstrated to be suitable 
assessment instruments (Sharma et. al, 2016; Alzaid, 
2017). 

 

Conclusions 

For group work assessment, the common method 
of awarding a collective grade has been shown to be a 
less effective option, that raises questions regarding its 
fairness among the students.  As result, a more 
inclusive assessment strategy that factors in peer and 
self-assessment is a virtual necessity.  Through the use 
of the evaluation factor method, a teacher is able to 
leave the product of the group work as the foundation 
of assessment. While also allowing the process of the 
group work, which is reflected in evaluation factor, to 
act as a lens through which each individual is more 
comprehensively assessed. By combining peer and self-
assessment, along with teacher assessment, the added 
features enhance the fairness and efficacy of group 
work assessment (Cheng & Warren, 2000; Farcell, 
2019; Alzaid, 2017).    
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Appendix 1 

Example Peer and Self-Assessment 
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