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PEER REVIEW FROM THE STUDENTS’
PERSPECTIVE: INVALUABLE OR INVALID?

the writing process. Early practitioners of process writing such as Peter

Elbow, Kenneth Bruffee, Donald Murray, and Anne Ruggles Gere studied,
discussed, published, and lived collaborative learning at a time when the “chalk
and talk” lecture routine was standard throughout higher education. Thanks to
their vision, the process of having students critique each other’s papers has
become commonplace in the composition classroom and in English composi-
tion textbooks. According to one survey, experienced instructors believe that
all new teachers of composition should use peer review to at least some extent
(Belcher 109). Although the emphasis on decentralizing the role of teacher once
made peer review a cutting edge, progressive activity, it is now as entrenched
as the old routine of lecture, write, and correct. Yet we frequently hear students
complain bitterly that peer review is a waste of time or blame their peers for
not “catching all the mistakes.” We also hear colleagues grumble that students’
papers are poor in quality and that students do not stay on task during the peer
review process. While such behaviors and responses do not support the theory,
they are a reality in many educational settings.

Only a few instances of empirical research examine what the students
themselves think of their participation in peer review. Perhaps because peer
response is practically instinctive to those of us who teach writing, few have
felt the need to study the student perspective. Instead, studies have focused
on the quality of peer comments, their effect on the revision process, and the
best methods for conducting peer review. A few studies have indeed examined
student attitudes (see Asraf; Murau; McGroarty and Zhu), but within the last
decade, in particular, these studies have focused on second-language (L2)
writers. Such focus provides valuable insight for both first-language (L1) and L2
teachers, but an examination of specifically L1 environments provides a useful
comparison to L2 studies.' This lack of knowledge of student perception of the
peer review process coupled with a concern about the difficulties inherent in
group work motivated this study. In the remainder of this article, we report the
results of faculty and student surveys from one university as a way of revisiting
peer review and its value to the writing process.

P eer review is well established as an important theoretical component of
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A REVIEW OF PEER-REVIEW RESEARCH

Despite some continuing romantic emphasis on the solitary author, most
composition scholars have established quite firmly that the composing process is
social, and peer review is an integral part of that process. According to Bruffee,
learning to write is not only a matter of knowing the elements of composition, but
also involves the student’s acculturation into the collegiate, educated world—a
process vital to the student’s ability to succeed (Collaborative 9). Arguing from a
historical perspective, Gere asserts that, among other things, writing groups can
help students overcome the alienation that occurs when writers create work that
does not have an audience. Those who write solely “for the teacher” will find it
difficult to predict their audience needs, which will increase their sense of isolation
(10). Viewing writing as a social-interactive phenomenon, Martin Nystrand posits
that “meaning is a social construct negotiated by writer and reader through the
medium of text” (78). Robert Brooke notes the importance of peer audiences when
he defines the goals of writing groups as helping each student to “understand the
ways in which writing can be useful in many areas of one’s life, as well as to have
experiences which adapt writing to any of those uses” (9).

Many teachers, however, find that establishing a productive community
of collaborative writers is anything but easy. As one faculty member notes, “It
doesn’t save me time” (qtd. Belcher 107). The sheer number of essays devoted
to explaining how to conduct peer reviews attests to its complexity and required
commitment. Although group work has found widespread acceptance, even
Bruffee admits that “institutionalized educational collaboration in whatever form
... is never unproblematical” (“Collaborative” 14). Hephzibah Roskelly asserts
that collaborative groups in writing classrooms experience a conflict in aims:
socializing, working toward “being let into the ‘academic club,’” and criticizing,
“transforming structures by asserting the value of those without membership” (124).
John Trimbur, himself an advocate of process writing, urges us to remember that
we cannot eliminate power structures from writing groups, and therefore theories
of collaboration must grapple with the fact that writing groups have the potential
to reinforce conformity rather than negotiate new meaning.

Just as the theoretical perspectives acknowledge the complexity of peer
review, practitioner advice is likewise varied. For example, Fiona Paton provides a
list of peer review guidelines that includes critiquing a model paper and creating a
new peer review checklist for each rhetorical task (294). Working from a different
pedagogical stance, Jetta Hansen and Jun Liu suggest scaffolding the peer review
process by modeling a paper through three steps: critical reading, suggesting
revisions, and revising (35). Lisa Cahill extends this scaffolding by emphasizing
collaboration at every step of the writing process, including involving students
in creating peer review sheets. Susan Miller recommends involving the teacher
directly in the process by having conferences with groups of four students at a
time. In fact, there are probably as many different ways to conduct peer review as
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there are instructors to conduct it; the question then becomes, what elements of
peer review must gain pedagogical priority?

To answer this question, in part, we tumn to the scholarship of L2 peer
review. Studies that measure students’ attitudes toward peer review are more
frequent in L2 than L1 environments, but findings sometimes are based on mixed
groups or are otherwise applicable to the L1 experience. For example, Andrea
Murau found that both L1 and L2 students had mixed feelings about peer review,
and several of those surveyed (up to 20%) would not participate in peer review if it
were not required—even though they found it helpful. This survey also found that
L2 students experienced a high degree of anxiety during the peer review process
while L1 students felt more comfortable (73). In addition, Ratnawati Asraf’s study
of L2 first-year writers indicates that students see the value of peer review, but
often give poor advice to their peers; thus, Asraf concludes that peer review may
be most useful to writers who are proficient in the language (unless less proficient
writers are given constant teacher oversight). Conversely, in their survey of L2
writers, Olga Villamil and Maria C. M. de Guerrero found that “[m]ost changes
were incorporated” and were “95% correct” or in line with the professors’ com-
ments. Mark Simkin and Nari K. Ramarapu also discovered that computer science
students trust peers to the extent that the majority of them are comfortable with the
practice of peer rating, in which other students grade their term papers (256).

Such conflicting results lead us to question the effectiveness of peer re-
view and student perceptions of it. To that end, we designed this study to measure
whether and how peer review is used and valued in writing classrooms. We began
with several key questions:

1. Does the frequency of peer review relate to perceived value of peer
review for students and writing faculty?

. Does the perceived value of peer review relate to the use of required
and/or optional peer review?

. Does student self-confidence in peer review relate to perceived value
of peer review?

. Does student self-confidence in peer review relate to perceived
instruction in peer review?

. Does perceived value of peer review relate to instruction in peer
review, for both students and writing faculty?

METHODS

This study was conducted at a private master’s-level comprehensive
university in the southeastern United States. The university core curriculum
includes a first year course sequence, Communication Arts | and II, which
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emphasizes both writing and speech (unlike more traditional first-year writing
courses). Students are also required to take two upper-level writing-intensive
courses; most students complete this requirement through courses in their major.
These discipline-specific writing-intensive courses are regularly reviewed as
part of the university’s writing across the curriculum program. Peer review is
encouraged at all levels of writing-intensive courses. Data was gathered during
the spring semester to ensure that most students had completed at least one writing
course at the university. We conducted the study near the end of the semester when
most courses require lengthy paper assignments; we felt the timing would ensure
that students had a rich writing experience that would be fresh in their minds.

This particular university provides an appropriate location for this study,
at least in part because of its homogenous population, which supports greater
confidence in the study results.? The university is certainly working to increase
campus diversity, but the profile is typical of many private institutions: largely
white, middle-class, suburban, with selective enrollment.® Approximately 65%
of incoming students are female; 35%, male. We asked 72 faculty members who
teach either the first-year Communication Arts courses or upper-level writing-
intensive courses to participate in the study; of the 22 faculty respondents (30.5%
response rate) who completed the survey, 19 self-identified as white and three
abstained from providing any demographic data. Nine respondents were male;
10 were female. The faculty respondents represent 11 disciplines, although eight
claimed English or “core” as their disciplines. We asked the writing faculty who
agreed to participate in the study to survey their students.*

Judging from average enrollments in the first-year and upper-level
writing-intensive courses, we estimate that 1,296 students were asked to take
the survey. We received responses from 328 students (25% response rate). The
number of faculty and student survey responses is in keeping with our average
1:15 faculty-to-student ratio in our writing courses. Thus, while the overall
response rate is low, the per class response rate is strong (approximately 82%).
Of the 328 student respondents, 208 (63%) were female; 103 (31%) were male.
Seventeen respondents did not provide demographic data. This female-to-male
ratio is consistent with the university’s student body. Also in keeping with the
university’s overall demographic, 276 (84%) student respondents self-identified
as white. The university has a small group of minority students, and this limited
diversity is reflected in the study: 3.4% self-identify as African American, 1.8%
as other, less than 1% as either Asian or Latina. Approximately 9% chose not to
indicate ethnicity. That said, the students represent a fairly even spread across
30 majors and concentrations, with only 12.8% undeclared. Business was the
largest declared concentration, with 40 (12.2%).}
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REsuLTs

The aggregate averages from the course evaluation results (see
Table 1) suggest that peer review is used in most of the university’s first year
writing classrooms, but most students find peer review “not very helpful.” The
numbers improve when averages for individual class sections are combined.
The section averages indicate that peer review is used “usually” to “always” in
the first year writing courses and that students find them “somewhat helpful.”

Aggregate Section
Average Average

Question & Response

How often was peer review used in your class?

1. Always; 2. Usually; 3. Occasionally;
4. Seldom; 5. Never

How helpful was peer review in revising your
paper?

1. Very helpful; 2. Somewhat helpful; 3. Not
very helpful; 4. Not helpful; 5. A waste of time

Table 1. Questions from First-Year Course Evaluations (n=27 sections)

According to the frequency counts and percentages in the faculty survey
(see Table 2), most faculty (73%) claim to use peer review in their classrooms
either “usually” or “always.” This result is consistent with their view that peer
review is a valuable part of the writing process (mean=3.77 on a 5-point scale)
and their belief that peer review improves student writing (mean=3.45 on a 5-point
scale). Similarly, most faculty require students to complete some form of peer
review (72.7% require in-class peer review; 36.4% require out-of-class) and spend
at least some class time preparing students to review each others’ papers. This
preparation seems to take the form of lecturing (50%), demonstrating “good peer
reviews” through paper sharing (36.4%), and providing students with handouts
(40.9%). Faculty consensus seems to break down over how often to assess peer
review; however, there is a significant correlation between how much faculty
value peer review as part of the writing process and how frequently they choose
to assess it (Pearson’s » =.001).
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Question

Response

How often do you use peer
review in your courses?

1. Never (0); 2. Seldom (4 / 18.2%);
3. Occasionally (2 / 9.1%); 4. Usually
(7/31.8%); 5. Always (9 / 40.9%)

Peer review is a valuable part
of the writing process.

1. Disagree to 5. Agree
(range= 2-5; mean=3.77; SD=.922)

Peer review improves the
quality of student writing.

1. Disagree to 5. Agree
(range=2-5; mean=3.45; SD.=.800)

What types of peer review do
you use? (select all that apply)

1. Required in-class peer review

(16 / 72.7%); 2. Required out-of-class
peer review (8 / 36.4%); 3. Encouraged
students to ask friends to review papers
(6 / 27.3%); 4. Encouraged students to
visit Communication Resource Center
(13/59.1%); 5. Other (5/ 22.7%)

Do you assess peer review?

1. Never (1 / 4.5%); 2. Seldom
(5/22.7%); 3. Occasionally
(6/27.3%); 4. Usually (6 /27.3%); 5.
Always (4 /18.2%)

How much time to you spend
preparing students for peer
review?

1. None (1 / 4.5%);
2. Less than half a class (17 / 77.3%);
3. More than half a class (4 / 18.2%)

How do you teach peer review?
(select all that apply)

1. I give no formal instruction in peer
reviewing (3 / 13.6%); 2. I give stu-
dents a handout on how to peer review
(9/40.9%); 3. I lecture on how to peer
review (11 / 50%); 4. I use role play to
demonstrate how to peer review
(3/13.6%); 5. I share a paper and
demonstrate good peer review

(8 /36.4%); 6. Other (5 /22.7%)

Table 2. Faculty Survey Results
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Approximately two-thirds of student respondents reported that they [1]
used peer review for more than half of their major writing assignments and [2]
found peer review either “occasionally” or “usually” helpful in revising their
papers (see Table 3). This finding held across academic rank and discipline.
For most students (some 80%), peer review was required. Importantly, most
students prefer some form of peer review: only 7.3% preferred not to participate
in peer review [x? (4, n=328) =20.988, p=.000]. Student preferences for type of
peer review vary, with “required peer review” and “friend or family member”
receiving the most responses. Only one-third of the student respondents see
value in in-class peer review, which is how peer review is generally practiced
in this university’s first year composition classes, and only 16% want to seek
assistance from the university’s resource center.’ Most students are at least
somewhat confident in their ability to review peers’ papers and are taught
to conduct peer review by handouts and lectures. (There were no significant
differences between responses from males and females.) :

The results indicate that frequency of peer review as part of producing
major writing assignments relates positively to perceived value of peer review
for students [x2(18, n=328) =142.290, p=.000]. In other words, when students
participated in peer review for most or all of their major writing assignments,
they were more likely to consider peer review as “usually” to “always” helpful.
Similarly, perceived value of peer review for students correlates positively
with required in-class peer review [}*(5, n=328) =20.156, p=.001]. Requiring
students to complete in-class peer reviews seems to encourage them to view
peer review as more important or more helpful. While seemingly at odds with
students’ dislike of in-class peer review, this correlation is consistent with the
finding that students who reported more preparation, in terms of methods—in
how to peer review—also valued peer review more [x3(4, n=312)=10.361,
p=.035]. Specifically, students who were prepared to carry out peer review
through two or more teaching methods (e.g., handout, lecture, and paper
demonstration) were more likely to find peer review helpful.

These positive impressions of peer review seem to be enhanced by
student self-confidence in their ability to peer review. Students who are more
confident in their ability to review peers’ papers also value peer review as an
important part of the writing process [x? (4, n=318) =15.443, p=.004]. Not
surprisingly, students who receive more instruction in how to peer review are
more confident in their ability to review others’ papers. Students who reported
that instructors used two or more methods in teaching the process of peer
review also reported more confidence in their ability to peer review [y%(4,
n=322)=15.575, p=.004]. Attempts to correlate specific pedagogical methods for
peer review with student confidence were unsuccessful with this'sample size.
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Question

Response

How often do you use
peer review as a part of
producing major writ-
ing assignments in your
course?

1. Never (42 / 12.8%); 2. With less than half of the
major writing assignments (81 / 24.7%); 3. With
more than half of the major writing assignments (68 /
20.7%); 4. With all major writing assignments (137 /
41.8%)

If peer review is used
in class, how helpful is
peer review in revising

1. Not helpful at all (15 / 4.6%); 2. Seldom helpful (59 /
18%); 3. Occasionally helpful (102 / 31.1%); 4. Usually
helpful (107 / 32.6%); 5. Always helpful (35 / 10.7%).

your paper? Note that n=10 ( 3%) did not respond to this question

What type(s) of peer 1. [ participate in required in-class peer review (264 /

review do you use? 80.5%); 2. | participate in required out-of-class peer

(select all that apply) review (98 /29.9%); 3. I ask classmates to peer review
even when it is not required (67 / 20.4%); 4. T ask a
friend or family member to review my papers (159 /
48.5%); 5. I go to the Communication Resource Center
for peer review (69 / 21%); 6. Other (8 / 2.4%)

Which type of peer 1. required in-class peer review (111 / 33.8%); 2.

review do you prefer?

required out-of-class peer review (33 / 10.1%); 3. to ask
classmates to peer review even when it is not required
(37/11.3%); 4. to ask a friend or family member

to review my papers (122 / 37.2%); 5. to go to the
Communication Resource Center for peer review (54 /
16.5%); 6. (other) (13 / 4%); 7. not to have my papers
peer reviewed (24 / 7.3%)

I am confident of my
ability to review a
peers paper.

1. Never (10 /3%); 2. Seldom (89 / 27.1%); 3. Oc-
casionally (66 / 20.1%); 4. Usually (165 / 50.3%); 5.
Always (64 / 19.5%)

How have you been
prepared to review a
peer’s paper? (select

1. I have had no formal instruction in peer reviewing
(90 /27.4%); 2. 1 was given a handout on how to peer
review (137 /41.8%); 3. I listened to a lecture on how

all that apply) to peer review (107 / 32.6%); 4. | watched / participated
in role play of peer review (44 /13.4%); 5. ] was given a
paper that demonstrated good peer review (71 / 21.6%);
6. Other (34 / 10.4%)

Other thoughts or 160 / 48.8% responded.

comments.

Table 3. Student Survey Results
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The final question on the student survey was What other thoughts or
comments do you have about peer review? Of the 328 students who completed
the surveys, 160 (49%) chose to respond. Of these 160 comments, 92 (57.5%)
expressed positive impressions about peer review, and 66 (41.3%) were negative.
Comments such as Very helpful in getting input other than my own! were coded
as positive, while comments such as Peers never seemed to be willing to be open
and give honest feedback were coded as negative. Two comments could not be
coded as positive or negative: (1) There was a big emphasis on it freshmen year
but I haven't done it since then and (2) I would have liked to have gotten more
instruction on how to peer review. That way I would be more confident in my peer
reviewing skills and the skills that other students in the class had. While the second
comment could be construed as leaning toward positive, we decided that it did not
fit the spirit of the other comments we had coded as positive.

In addition to coding the free-response comments as positive or negative,
we also coded for topics that emerged from the data, specifically (1) busywork,
notions that peer review was a waste of time or simply “free days”; (2) reviewer
dependent, the idea that the value of peer review is directly related to the quality of
the reviewer; (3) proofreading/editing, the idea that peer reviewing is synonymous
with checking for errors; and (4) other, comments that did not fit within the other
three categories. Of the 160 responses to the last question on the student survey, we
coded 60 for topic; 100 responses simply expressed positive or negative opinions
of peer review, (e.g. Peer review is great!)” Of those 60 comments, 31 (52%)
remarked about the value of the reviewer, and 28 (47%) focused on proofreading
or editing. Eight comments referred to peer reviewing as busywork. All but two
comments fit one of the three categories; five comments included references to
both the value of the reviewer and proofreading.

Conclusions

This study suggests that we have much work to do in helping students
understand what peer review is (collaborative learning), and, more pointedly, what
it isn’t (proofreading). An extensive L2 study by Villamil and de Guerrero finds
that, of changes suggested in peer review that were incorporated, “grammar was the
most revised aspect whereas organization was the least attended to” (508). These
findings of Villamel and De Guerrero are corroborated by research conducted by
Asraf Ratnawati, who found that L2 students were extremely concerned about
grammatical errors even though the assignment in question was not to be graded
(76). Although the respondents to our survey were not L2 learners, they also had
a clear expectation that peer review should help them catch proofreading errors.
Likewise, Murau’s study of both native and non-native speakers finds that both
student groups appreciate peer review because it can help with, in their words,
“minor mistakes” in “grammar, vocabulary” (74). This student concept of peer
review is so common that Fiona Paton advises instructors to “be aware, however,
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that most first-year students will approach peer review as a proofreading exercise
and will tend to remain on the level of correcting spelling and punctuation” (292.)
This misunderstanding of the theoretical goals of collaborative learning is surprising
in light of the fact that collaboration in the writing classroom has been common
for at least twenty years.

‘Student surveys in our study revealed a similar concern related to the
perceived ability of the peer reviewer and his/her investment in providing qual-
ity feedback. While this study was not designed to investigate this aspect of peer
review, many students indicated that they did not trust their peers to review their
papers, stating that I 've never understood how having all students, including those
who make Cs & Ds on papers, is beneficial. If they can 't write a good paper, why
do I want them to correct mine? (Student survey #308). Of the 52% of the free-
response comments that focused on the quality of the reviewer, most expressed
concerns about classmates’ dedication and ability to peer review. For example, one
student responded, ! don ¥ trust my peers to review my paper. I don t think they can
do it competently, just like I don't think I can give a good Peer review b/c I am a
horrible writer (Student survey #272).

Even at a university with limited diversity, students enter the writing
classroom with varying writing experiences and skills. Some may have written
extensively in high school and developed fairly robust composing processes,
including peer review skills, while others may have written only sparingly. Some
students are confident in their writing abilities while others would rather give a
speech or jump from the proverbial airplane than write a paper. If the developed
writer laments the lack of “qualified peers” available for review, he or she may
be correct on some levels: the excellent student writer may not have a true peer
if that student defines a peer as someone of equal skills. Again, we suspect that
students do not understand the purpose of peer review and its value in a developed
writing process.

The literature on both L1 and L2 studies shows that this attitude of distrust
toward the peer reviewer is not uncommon. In a 1992 study, Kate Mangelsdorf
finds that 77% of L2 students surveyed who did not like peer review were afraid
that their peers would not provide valid advice (qtd. in Murau 2). A similar study,
in 1997, finds much the same results: one surveyed L2 writer states, “Peer Revision
is a positive side to writing, but your peers do not always give you valuable
feedback. Often my writing has changed for the worse when I receive comments
from my peers” (qtd. in McGroarty and Zhu 31). In Collaborative Learning: Higher
Education, Interdependence and the Authority of Knowledge, Bruffee refers to a
long example provided by David L. Rubin discussing “Zelda” and her difficult
experience learning to trust her peer reviewers, an experience he finds representative
of many writers. Perhaps because of this distrust, most students in our survey
prefer to choose a friend or family member whom they know and in whom they
have confidence, a preference which is indicated in Murau’s study as well. Murau
notes that “the trust of a good:friend also seemed to be a factor when choosing a

80 Composition Studies




reviewer for L1 and L2 writers” (75). To the student, it seems only logical that for
a peer to be helpful he or she must be at least as skilled as the writer.

Helping students to accept that collaboration rather than correction is the
goal of the writing group is essential to the successful peer review session.” The
conclusion that McGroarty and Zhu reach is one that many instructors (Hansen and
Liu; Cahill; Paton, etc.) have reached through practice: thorough preparation for
peer review is vital to its success. Possibly, such preparation will offset the sense
many students have that peers are not helpful, both by teaching students how to be
effective reviewers and by teaching student writers what kind of help to look for
(and appreciate) from peer reviewers. Our study suggests that providing handouts
and lecturing are insufficient methods for demonstrating the collaborative value of
peer review. The results of this survey indicate that professors must invest a great
deal of class time to ensure a productive peer review, a finding in keeping with
current literature on the subject. For example, Paul Rollinson suggests that “pre-
training” for peer review focus on three areas: (1) raising awareness, (2) productive
group interaction, and (3) productive response and revision. Like many others, he
also recommends teacher feedback after peer review. Altogether, these perspectives
suggest that the teacher spend substantial time focusing on the activity.

Although we agree with Paton that “[p]roductive peer review requires a
typed and completed draft representing the student’s best effort to that point” (293),
more emphasis on peer review as a global activity may be in order. Students should
not seek only to “correct” errors but should see peer review as a brainstorming
process as well as an editing process. Perhaps we should revise and re-create our
notion of peer review as an ongoing part of the process, a part that begins with
brainstorming and is revisited at various reiterative stages throughout the compos-
ing process.

Such a re-visioning would require instructors to rethink the way they
currently conduct peer reviews. For example, the results of this study support
the importance of building rapport among classmates if our goal is to encourage
productive peer review. Students need to create a sense of shared community in
order to develop dialogues of trust and to build confidence in their classroom peers.
Handouts and lectures cannot accomplish this task. Lisa Cahill argues that peer
review needs to be “more than a series of questions that function in the textual
vein” (304). Similarly, Gayle Nelson and John Murphy reinforce such collaborative
learning theory, finding that the number of peer reviewer suggestions implemented
in students’ final essays depended on the communication environment of the review-
ers/writers (cooperative or defensive) (140). This indicates that instructors need to
continue to build collaborative groups that encourage rapport, moving away from
lists of peer review questions that lead to a lot of writing, but little interaction.

Students seem to take their cues from instructors. If we stress the
importance of peer review, our students are more likely to do so, but if we just
go through the motions, perhaps passing out recycled handouts, our students will
pick up on our lack of dedication and act accordingly. The results from our study
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suggest that when students perceive purpose for the peer review (as opposed to an
activity to take up class time, aka “busywork™) and faculty commitment to peer
review (evidenced through regular practice, devotion of class time to preparing
students to conduct peer review and actually doing peer review), they are more
likely to feel confident about being able to review their classmates’ papers and
seem to value the peer review process. And if we value peer review as a critical
component of a fully elaborated writing process and accept the social interactive
perspective of writing, then we must take the necessary steps to allow students to
learn to trust their classmates as “true peers.”

NoTES

! Other researchers have noted that L1 and L2 students have different
composing processes, language use, cultural perspectives, and motivation (see
Silva, 1993; Atkinson and Ramanathan, 1995; Nero, 1997). We cannot assume
that research on L2 learners always applies directly to L1 learners; however, we
must acknowledge that similarities exist. As writing instructors, we must continue
to search for ways in which L2 studies can inform L1 and vice versa.

2 According to Maxwell, “A small sample that has been systematically
selected for typicality and relative homogeneity provides far more confidence
that the conclusions adequately represent the average members of the population
than does a sample of the same size that incorporates substantial random or
accidental variation” (71).

3 ACT composite middle 50% range for entering freshmen is 23-28.

4 We do not know for certain whether all 22 faculty who completed
the survey also had students complete the surveys, but most bundles of student
surveys were accompanied by one faculty survey.

5 Data Collection Procedures:. Faculty who taught as part of the first-
year Communication Arts program or upper-level, writing-intensive courses
were invited to participate via email. Faculty who elected to participate had the
option of using electronic or paper surveys. We asked faculty to complete the
faculty survey and to have their students complete (paper) student surveys. We
worked to triangulate this study, working with both quantitative and qualitative
data. First, we included two questions on all course evaluations for 27 first-year
Communication Arts courses. These evaluations were completed in campus
computer labs during class time as part of the regular course evaluation process.
Student enrollment for these courses was 502; of those, 398 students completed
evaluations (79.28% response rate). The evaluations were anonymous, and to
ensure faculty and student privacy, only aggregate responses to the questions
were provided. Second, we created one survey for writing faculty and another
survey for students in writing-intensive courses. The surveys consisted of seven

82 Composition Studies




questions, including Likert-type evaluative questions as well as specific response
and open-ended questions for gathering qualitative data.

Data Analysis Procedures: Much of the data was analyzed using frequency
counts and percentages. Where appropriate, primarily with student surveys, SPSS®
software was used to calculate correlations and statistical significance. Likert-type
and multiple choice responses were assigned specific numerical values as nominal
variables for computational purposes. Free-response or open-ended questions
(e.g., responses where we asked respondents to explain “other”) were assessed
qualitatively, meaning we allowed categories to sift out from the data rather than
imposing preconceived categories. After carefully reviewing and discussing the
free responses, we coded free responses to question #7 on the student survey in
two ways: (1) as either positive or negative toward peer review and (2) topically
(whether the comment focused on the reviewer, etc.). Other free responses were
not coded at this time. After agreeing on appropriate categories and defining those
categories, both researchers coded the data separately (92% agreement rating)
and reached consensus through discussion on disputed codes. We worked to use
this study as a preliminary exploration into the numbers of peer review.

§ Frankly, we were somewhat dismayed at finding that so few of our
own students appreciated the university’s Communication Resource Center
(CRC—our writing/speaking center). Tutors in the CRC are undergraduates who
were recommended, usually by their first-year Communication Arts’ instructor,
to the center’s director. Not surprisingly, such recommendations are based on
students’ excellence in writing and speaking assignments during that first-year
course. While we believe our tutors offer strong support to fellow students and
work collaboratively with fellow students on writing and speaking assignments,
we are aware that, as Trimbur points out, undergraduate tutors must learn “to
negotiate the conflicting claims on [their] social allegiances” (“Peer Tutoring”
121). This is no small task.

" In the study by McGroarty and Zhu, the student who showed
dissatisfaction with peer review was one of a control group of students who
received limited training in peer review techniques. The authors then examined
the control group’s perception of the peer review process, the validity of group
members’ comments on the papers of others, and their teacher’s “feel” for how
effective peer review was. Results show that the control group had a generally
negative experience in all aspects examined. These student comments seem quite
similar to those of our own students. McGroarty and Zhu’s study, however, is
most valuable for examining what happens when peer review is taught early on
as a skill: students in the experimental group that received extensive instruction
in peer review had a far more positive experience. -
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