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Abstract

This paper aims to explore student engagement in peer evaluation activities related to giving scientific presentations
in English (L2) and to investigate student attitudes towards this form of evaluation in the course Communication
skills in Croatian (L1). The participants in this study were first-year students of engineering in Split, Croatia. Peer
review grades have shown that the verbal part of delivering oral presentations in English is the most demanding and
challenging part in presentations. The results on student attitudes have shown that the students hold positive
attitudes towards peer evaluation. Moreover, they claim to have become aware that speech disfluencies (filled and
silent pauses, repetitions, false starts, grammatical errors) negatively affect the overall oral performance, pointing
out that efforts should be made in order to reduce them, therefore, the course Communication skills is by the vast
majority of students regarded as a valuable course in times of increasingly complex communication requirements.
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1. Introduction

The modern labour market imposes a growing demand for highly educated professionals who possess advanced
technical knowledge, but who have also acquired good communication skills. Besides professional knowledge,
today's engineers must develop other skills including creativity, motivation, decision-making ability, cooperation,
and above all, good social skills. Therefore, interdisciplinary study programmes educate experts who gradually
obtain all skills necessary to meet the demands of the labour market. Aware of the constant need to develop
appropriate communication skills, many American universities introduced and integrated courses in public speaking
and communication skills into the existing educational programmes. Also, most of the technical faculties in the
Republic of Croatia (Faculty of Electrical Engineering in Zagreb, Faculty of Electrical Engineering, Mechanical
Engineering and Naval Architecture in Split and other faculties) introduced the course entitled Communication skills
as a mandatory one. Furthermore, renowned accreditation agencies for higher education in the scientific field of
technical sciences, such as the Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET) and the German
Accreditation Agency (ASIIN) propose that the students, besides the engineering skills necessary for the engineering
practice, also attain the ability to communicate effectively, that is, they must be able to deliver an effective oral
presentation.

The Electrical Engineering curriculum is designed to prepare undergraduate students to become professionals in the
field of Electrical Engineering. However, written and oral skills have often been neglected, so today there are many
engineers with excellent practical knowledge, but they lack communication skills. Communication skills is an
obligatory course in the first semester for first-year students of Electrical Engineering and Computing at the Faculty
of Electrical Engineering, Mechanical Engineering and Naval Architecture in Split, Croatia. This course is oriented
towards acquiring professional competence in the field of communication skills, that is, according to the
requirements of the above mentioned agencies, good presentation skills. Furthermore, the acquired contents from
this course have successfully been integrated into the existing English course. Besides concentrating on the specific
needs of scientific language, students are expected to develop oral and written communication skills as well.

The aim of this paper is to investigate how students give specific feedback by evaluating oral presentations in
English (L2) against established and relevant criteria. In addition, a survey among first-year students at the end of
the first semester has been conducted, aiming at exploring student attitudes towards peer evaluation, trying to find
out the potential benefits of this form of evaluation in classroom activities, both in the English language (L2) and in
the Communication skills course (L1).
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2. Peer-evaluation

The issue of peer evaluation has received great attention in recent years. According to Topping (2009: 20-21) peer
evaluation can be defined as “an arrangement for learners to consider and specify the level, value, or quality of a
product or performance by other equal-status learners”. Teachers of English as a Foreign Language often use peer
evaluation as a way to increase opportunities for constructive feedback and student interaction. Student participation
in the assessment has been advocated on the grounds of the learning benefits as a result of being involved in giving
and receiving feedback (Magin and Helmore, 2001). As Magin and Helmore have shown, there is a general
agreement on the value of feedback from peer assessment in promoting learning. Kwan and Leung (1996) were of
the opinion that the ability to judge the performance of peers critically and objectively is a skill that students should
possess when they enter employment. Ballantyne, Hughes and Mylonas (2002) put forward the theory that peer
evaluation can provide formative feedback that teachers cannot otherwise provide. In a study on attitudes towards
online peer evaluation among L2 university students in Taiwan, Wen and Tsai (2006) found that participants, while
generally holding positive attitudes towards peer evaluation, did not regard it as helpful to learning and that males
were more likely to have positive attitudes than females. Cheng and Warren (1997) conducted research at a
university in Hong Kong and found that while a majority of participants regarded peer evaluation favourably, a
minority believed themselves or other students to be excessively biased, viewing their peers as unable to provide fair
evaluations or to be unqualified to give evaluations in their L2. However, conversely, Praver, Rouault and Eidswick
(2011) claim that peer evaluation in classrooms is a means of improving English skills. It seems that peer
evaluations wherein students provide comments are regarded as very useful for English skill development. Also,
efforts should be made to reduce the potential for embarrassment and anxiety. These efforts could include evaluation
training, as well as establishing ways to provide evaluations anonymously. The results of that study suggest that L2
peer evaluation is an underexplored research subject that could add valuable knowledge for classroom practice.
Cheng and Warren (2005) explored the reliability and potential benefits of incorporating peer assessment into
English language programmes. Undergraduate engineering students attending a university in Hong Kong were asked
to assess the English language proficiency of their peers among other assessment criteria, such as preparation,
content, organization and delivery. The authors also compared peer and teacher assessments. The findings suggested
that students had a less positive attitude towards assessing their peers’ language proficiency, but they did not score
their peers’ language proficiency very differently from the other assessment criteria.

According to the Quality Improvement Agency for Lifelong Learning (QIA) (2008), peer evaluation is a useful part
of assessment for learning, as it enables learners to recognize how to improve their work. Moreover, it has been
regarded as an important part of the professional practice in IT. In their view, peer review develops skills in giving
and receiving feedback, it builds learners’ confidence to present their ideas, it helps learners value interpersonal
skills and also increases learners’ motivation and persistence. In addition, peer review helps learners see different
ways of understanding, including how others sometimes arrive at misconceptions, which in turn greatly strengthens
learning.

3. Research
3.1 Participants and Procedure

The aims of the present study are two-fold. The former aims to explore student engagement in peer evaluation
activities in English (L2) whereas the latter tends to investigate student attitudes towards this form of evaluation in
the course Communication skills in the native language (L1).

The participants in the first part of the study were 33 native speakers of Croatian, first-year students at the Faculty of
Electrical Engineering, Mechanical Engineering and Naval Architecture in Split, Croatia. The students had received
8-9 years of formal English instruction and it was presumed that the participants' instructional background was very
similar, since all of them claimed to have received a mixed form-focussed and communicative syllabus as a method
of instruction in their primary and secondary school. No test was previously administered to measure their level of
proficiency. The English language is taught as an obligatory course which includes two hours of formal instruction a
week over a period of three semesters for students of Electrical Engineering and two hours a week during two
semesters for students of Computing. The English syllabus includes reading authentic texts, finding key information
in the text, translating, acquiring specific technical terminology and syntactic features of technical English.

However, it must be pointed out that the acquired contents from the course Communication skills have been
integrated into the existing English course, that is, students are also expected to develop oral communication skills
in English. In their Communication skills course, all students were taught the basic principles of giving presentations
in accordance with the Pyramid structure (see Figure 1, Baker, 2006) since the pyramid stands for hierarchically
designed thinking. Preparation starts with identifying the central message with a clear objective. This leading
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message has a number of key ideas, joined into clusters that support the message. The best way to organize ideas is
inductively, by grouping and summarizing them, creating a shape that allows the reader's and listener’s mind to
understand complex issues in the most natural way. The process consists of two stages: first-stage thinking is
gathering information from different sources, whereas second-stage thinking is organizing the information, using the
Pyramid principle.

Based on the acquired presentation skills, all 33 students were asked to give a scientific presentation with the
primary objective of clearly, concisely, creatively and coherently reviewing the topic. Each presenter had to arrange
the thoughts and ideas in a logical way, develop an appropriate style in the language, remember and deliver the ideas
with words, non-verbal behaviour and visual cues.

What will be the central idea?

Nuclear power
plants

|
What will be the three key points | will focus on?

— l T~

2. Nucl .
1. Fuels veteat 3-Types of
fission reactors
/\ /\

Whatis closely connected to nuclear fission? What are the main types of reactors?

/N / N

2.1 Physical 2.2. Historical 3.1. Boiling 3.2.Pressurised
overview development water reactor water reactor

/\

What are the drawbacks and advantages of boiling water reactor?

3.1.1.Drawbacks 3.1.2. Advantages

Figure 1. Example of a pyramid

The pyramid brings order into chaos by giving thoughts a clear structure. Each idea is a result of a provoked
question. Each key point, sub-point and minor point in the pyramid are answers to the questions shown in the
example and this question-answer process results in a pyramid structure. Every idea is a sentence, each idea must
summarize the ideas grouped beneath it and each idea within a group is an answer to the question provoked by the
summarizing idea. Ideas must be ordered in each group in terms of relevance, chronology or logical reasoning. The
ideas need to be relevant and complete, also, summary points must clearly reflect the structure (Barker, 2006). By
using the model of a pyramid, the ideas are transferred to slides in the oral presentation.

The students needed to follow the standard structure of a presentation, which included an introduction, two or three
key points, a conclusion and inviting questions. Each presentation lasted for six minutes and additional two minutes
were allotted for questions that were posed after the presentation. In the teachers’ experience, questions are
extremely important for creating positive interaction, clearing up misunderstandings, therefore stimulating
discussion. Also, questions mirror the level of understanding and the areas of students’ special interests. Furthermore,
students practice asking morpho-syntactically and semantically well-formed questions, which is for many students a
challenging task. Three students from the classroom evaluated the presentations according to different criteria in the
form of a questionnaire (Table 1). The questionnaire was created respecting the criteria for grading oral
presentations (Surratt, 2006).

Each student gave a presentation and acted as a member of at least three committees. By letting the students
participate in the identification of the criteria, they get a better understanding of what is expected, therefore the
students and the teacher have defined these criteria together. Being clear about the goals makes a positive
contribution to the performance (Locke et al., 1981) and the gap between the teacher’s and students’ evaluations
becomes reduced. Peers and teacher, as two different sources, provide useful data for comparison, helping the
student develop an accurate picture of strengths and weaknesses.
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Table 1. Review worksheet for evaluation

a) verbal and vocal delivery

1.

5.

Did the presenter use many disfluencies, such as fillers
(mostly “er”), repetitions, false starts, grammatical errors?

Did the presenter use rhetorical questions?
Was the pronunciation satisfactory?
The speech was:
a) too fast
b) too slow
c) monotonous
d) at moderate pace, adequately loud with a pleasant voice.

Did the presenter change intonation?

Average
grade

(1-5)

b) non-verbal communication

1.

Did the presenter follow the rules of effective non-verbal communication (body posture
and effective eye contact)?

¢) quality of slides

1.
2.
3.
4.

Were the visual aids designed effectively (pie charts, graphs, histograms)?
Were the figures and tables of appropriate size, sharpness and colour, properly annotated?
Was the used font readable to the audience?

Was too much information presented on the slides?

d) questions

1.

Could the speaker answer simple clarification question?

e) organization

1.

2.
3.
4
5

6.

Was the presenter well-prepared?

Did the speaker digress during explanations?

Did the topic closely relate to the field of Electrical Engineering?
Did the presenter provide sufficient information on the topic?

Did the presentation contain all necessary elements, constructed in a logical sequence
(key points, minor points, sub points, effective introduction, main body, closing and
inviting questions)?

Did the presenter follow the KISS (Keep It Short and Simple) principle?

3.2 The Review Process

The primary instrument used in this part of the study was a review worksheet presented in Table 1, which was
passed to the evaluation committee. The committee graded each aspect of performance with a grade on a scale from

one to five (1 is the lowest and 5 is the highest score).

3.3 Survey

Peer evaluation has also been used as an assessment activity in the Communication skills course (L1). At the end of
the first term all first-year Electrical Engineering students (146) were asked to answer a questionnaire in order to

find out their attitudes towards this form of evaluation. The questions are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Questionnaire on attitudes about peer evaluation

1. When I comment the different levels of performance (verbal,
non-verbal, technical and organizational) of my peers, [ can YES
perceive errors more clearly and improve some aspects of my NO
future presentation.

2. My comments are useful to my colleagues because they will pay

more attention to some future performance by taking corrective {I%S
measures.
3. I need to acquire theoretical knowledge in order to competently
assess my colleague’s performance and to decide whether a YES
particular aspect of performance is satisfactory, good, excellent or NO
unsatisfactory.
4. By assessing other presenters I actively participate in class YES
activities and I am forced to pay attention to aspects that are being NO
evaluated.
5. When [ evaluate other presenters, I develop the skill of giving YES
and receiving feedback. NO
6. By evaluating others I acquire the quality standards and YES
evaluation criteria. NO
7. 1 develop confidence and I can freely and fearlessly present my

.. . YES
comments, explaining what 1 have observed during the NO
presentation.
8. Peer evaluation is in my opinion useful for learning because it
helps me recognize my strengths and weaknesses, I become aware YES
of the aspects which should be paid attention to, consequently I am NO
improving my presentation skills.
9. It is extremely important to know the evaluation criteria and YES
performance standards. NO
10. I have noticed that my peers mostly show difficulties at the Circle which levels of performance do you
a) technical level find to be the most difficult to master.
b) level of speech (use of dialect, poor vocabulary, speech errors,
silent and filled pauses, false starts and restarts etc.)
¢) feedback level (no interaction with the audience)
d) non-verbal level (lack of eye contact and inadequate body
posture).
11. The acquired knowledge from this course will be of benefit in

. . YES

the future, because almost every topic can be worked out in NO
accordance with the principle of the pyramid used in presentations.
12. Communication skills is a valuable course for students in times YES
of increasingly complex communication requirements. NO

4. Results

From the results presented in Figure 2, it can be seen that the average grade for the verbal performance in the
English language (L2) was 3.76. In a survey on the frequency and distribution of speech errors in L2, Kova¢ (2011)
found that morphological errors were dominant in all speech tasks due to a significantly frequent omission of
articles. Also, the distribution of different subcategories of lexical errors pointed to a relatively low frequency of
unintended L1 switches, indicating that the participants were able to separate the two languages during lexical
access. She concluded that the speakers paid very little importance to the use of articles, which can be explained by:
a) the influence of the native language (Croatian) which does not have the article system, b) the students’ attitude
that articles are not important for message understanding and c) formal language teaching does not give adequate
importance to article acquisition.

The findings relating to the verbal part of the presentation obtained in this research might suggest the following
interpretation. If the students were reminded to pay attention and monitor the grammatical accuracy of their peers,
they more frequently noticed the incorrect grammatical usage of tenses, inappropriate pronunciation of words and
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the omission of the definite and indefinite article. Moreover, in their Communication skills course, the students have
been taught about the necessity of delivering fluent speech in their native (L1) as well as in the English language
(L2), in particular about the usage of silent and filled pauses. The results obtained in a research among engineering
students (Kova¢ and Horga, 2010) showed that the speakers used the unphonemic segment u/ very frequently in
Croatian. Peer review activities indicate that if the students become aware and monitor the quality of speech, lots of
speech errors and other forms of disfluencies do not remain unnoticed.

The average grade for the non-verbal part of presenting showed that the students had acquired the rules for
satisfactory body language. The question part and the overall organization were evaluated with the grade 4.2 (Figure
2).

In conclusion, the verbal part of presenting has proven to be the most demanding and the most challenging part of
delivering oral presentations.

43 -
42 -
4,1 -
4 4
39 7 7
3,8 - '
3,7 4
36 1
3,5
3,4

m Verbal Non-verbal m Quality of slides W Questions m Organization

Figure 2. Average grade for different presentation aspects

Figure 3 displays the percentage of students who received a particular grade for the verbal aspect of communication.
It is very interesting to notice that none of the 33 presenters were evaluated with grades rated 1 or 2, whereas 34% of
the presenters received the grade 3 for the verbal performance, 54% received the grade 4, and only 12% of the 33
presenters were graded with 5, indicating that both the presenters and the evaluation committee paid considerable
attention to the various aspects being evaluated. This particularly referred to the excessive use of silent and filled
pauses, false starts and restarts, as well as various grammatical errors.

ml 2 m3 m4 w5

Figure 3. Percentage share of students who received a particular grade for the verbal aspect of communication in L2

However, it must be said that presenting in a foreign language with confidence is a difficult and demanding task.
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Consistent body language, lively speaking and fluent English largely contribute to satisfactory performance. Peer
evaluation may have shed light to some aspects which have not fully been taken into consideration, for example,
rehearsing out loud in real time which has proven to help the students manage the content, resulting in fluency. It has
been noticed that under-rehearsed presenters spent too much time working out what to say, struggling with finding
words and expressions, whereas well-rehearsed presenters knew what to say and could improvise according to the
demands of the moment.

The results of the second part of this study on attitudes towards peer evaluation are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Attitudes on peer evaluation

1. When I comment the different levels of performance
(verbal, non-verbal, technical and organizational) of my peers, YES 88% NO
I can perceive errors more clearly and improve some aspects 12%

of my future presentation.

2. My comments are useful to my colleagues because they
will pay more attention to some future performance by taking
corrective measures.

3. 1 need to acquire theoretical knowledge in order to
competently assess my colleague’s performance and to decide YES 90% NO
whether a particular aspect of performance is satisfactory, 10%

good, excellent or unsatisfactory.

4. By assessing other presenters I actively participate in class

YES  75% NO
25%

0,
activities and I am forced to pay attention to aspects that are TIF;/E 89% NO
being evaluated.
5. When I evaluate other presenters, I develop the skill of YES 90% NO
giving and receiving feedback. 10%
6. By evaluating others I acquire the quality standards and YES 92% NO
evaluation criteria. 8%
7. 1 develop conﬁdenc.e.and I can freely and fearlessly present YES  92% NO
my comments, explaining what I have observed during the 2%
presentation.
8. Peer evaluation is in my opinion useful for learning
because it helps me recognize my strengths and weaknesses, I YES 79% NO

become aware of the aspects which should be paid attention 21%
to, consequently I am improving my presentation skills.

9. It is extremely important to know the evaluation criteria YES  80% NC
and performance standards. 20%

10. T have noticed that my peers mostly show difficulties at Circle which levels of performance do you find
the to be the most difficult to master.

a) technical level a) 30%

b) level of speech (use of dialect, poor vocabulary, speech b) 80%

errors, silent and filled pauses, false starts and restarts etc.) c) 20%

c) feedback level (no interaction with the audience) d) 25%

d) non-verbal level (lack of eye contact and inadequate body

posture).

11. The acquired knowledge from this course will be of

benefit in the future, because almost every topic can be YES 88% NO

worked out in accordance with the principle of the pyramid 12%

used in presentations.

12. Communication skills is a valuable course for students in YES 82% NO
times of increasingly complex communication requirements. 18%

The results of the survey showed that the absolute majority of all 146 students had positive attitudes towards peer
evaluation. The majority of participants (88%) think that peer evaluation, in other words, commenting about
different levels of performance (verbal, non-verbal, technical and organizational) can help perceive errors more
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clearly and consequently improve some aspects of future presentations. Also, 90% shared the opinion that it was
important to acquire theoretical knowledge in order to competently assess others, and to decide whether a particular
aspect of performance was satisfactory, good, excellent or unsatisfactory. Active classroom participation and
monitoring were other positive outcomes for 89% of the participants. 90% considered peer review as a means for
developing the skills of giving and receiving feedback. Moreover, 92% thought that peer review helped learners
understand quality standards and assessment criteria; whereas 92% believed that this form of evaluation changed the
attitude towards speaking by developing self-esteem and confidence.

The findings supported the results of the researches conducted among engineering students, showing that the
students tended to show most difficulties at the level of speech production, independently of the language in use,
either Croatian or English. 80% of the participants thought that the students struggled with poor vocabulary, speech
errors, the excessive use of silent and filled pauses, false starts and restarts, whereas the technical level of
performance was in the opinion of 30% of the participants a less difficult part of presenting. The obtained results
point to the assumption that the students are aware that speech disfluencies negatively affect the overall oral
performance and that efforts should be made in order to reduce them. Therefore the course Communication skills
was by the vast majority of participants (82%) regarded as a valuable course in times of increasingly complex
communication requirements. In addition, 88% thought that the acquired knowledge from this course would be of
benefit in the future, because almost every topic can be worked out in accordance with the pyramid principle used in
presentations.

The interpretations of the obtained results seem to point to the conclusion that peer evaluation can play a useful role
in improving fluency in the native language (L1) by raising awareness about the necessity of speech monitoring.
Also, peer evaluation in foreign language teaching can result in changing the students’ attitude towards speaking,
which contributes to an overall positive attitude to learning.

5. Conclusion

Peer assessment activities have been embedded in the courses entitled Communication skills and English language,
influencing student learning in a positive way. If the students are reminded to pay attention and monitor the
grammatical accuracy of their peers, they more frequently notice incorrect grammatical usage of tenses,
inappropriate pronunciation of words and the omission of the definite and indefinite article. Consequently, the
students become aware of the necessity of delivering fluent speech in the native (L1) as well as in the English
language (L2). The results of the survey have shown that the students had positive attitudes towards peer evaluation.
Commenting different levels of performance can help perceive errors more clearly, also, it is important to acquire
theoretical knowledge in order to competently assess others. This form of evaluation ensures active classroom
participation and the development of monitoring skills. Peer review is considered as a means for developing the
skills of giving and receiving feedback. Moreover, peer evaluation lessens speaking anxiety and boosts
self-confidence. The obtained results point to the assumption that the students are aware that speech disfluencies
negatively affect the overall oral performance and that efforts should be made in order to reduce them, therefore, the
course Communication skills is by the vast majority of participants regarded as a valuable course in times of
increasingly complex communication requirements. In conclusion, peer assessment can be a powerful tool to
increase learning by positively changing the attitude towards speaking, making the classes more dynamic and
interesting, both for the teacher and the students.
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