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This course in composition addresses writing as a symbolic action 

that writers participate in for multiple purposes, with diverse 

audiences, and in various genres. It emphasizes writing as a 

thinking process through the learning and practice of rhetorical 

strategies for inquiry, persuasion, and collaboration in context. 

 

Abstract: 

In order to understand how student writers perceive peer and 

instructor comments and what value or usefulness they assign to 

them, we observed students reading, understanding, and applying 

given comments to the revision of a text. Through observation we 

collected evidence of how students understand peer comments, 

how they translate them into a process, and how they use the 

comments to evaluate their revisions. To make student learning 

visible, we observed how peers offered revision comments on a 

paper written by a member of their group. 

For many of us, the habits and methods undertaken by student 

writers when they have peer and instructor comments in front of 

them are a mystery. We wonder how student writers read peer 

comments, what they recognize within them, and how they apply 

their reading of these comments to the revisions they make within 
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the paper.  We wish to understand what has happened when writers 

do not recognize meaningful content in peer comments or do not 

apply them to revision, and we wish we knew how this form of 

communication could be improved.  

In our lesson study, we observed students interpreting peer 

comments and making decisions about their applications. As a 

result, we have developed strategies for refining the peer critique 

process to the benefit of writers, readers, instructors, and the texts 

that students produce. 
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Part II: The Lesson 

Hypotheses to Test: 

1. Most students are able to interpret peer comments practically and apply them 

with varying degrees of efficacy. 

2. Most students can find examples of peer-noted features in their own writing if 

prompted to do so. 

3. Better, more carefully revised papers will be produced by more students 

following an exercise that foregrounds the use of peer comments. 

4. Most students do read through their peer comments without further prompting 

to do so, but foregrounding exercises cause them to a) consider and decide how 

to address each comment and b) apply these comments (making their papers 

accountable to the peer comments) 

5. Given dedicated course time and encouragement, most students will provide 

significant detail when asked to interpret and explain peer comments on their 

writing. 

6. Without better guidance, some students will not demonstrate a connection 

between peer comments and their paper revisions.  

7. Students will not address their rationale for critique when offering written 

comments on a peer’s paper: they will not offer an explanation for why a 

change is needed. Writers may be moved to ask for this rationale when 

discussing the critique with the peer critic. This suggests the necessity for post-

critique dialogue between author and peer. 

8.  Most students will offer peer critique to others, and interpret peer critique of 

their own work, without direct reference to professor’s lessons, past instructors’ 

lessons, or an available handbook used in the course. They will describe 

critiques given and received without explicit reference to these sources of their 

knowledge.  

9. Most students will give peer comments related to specific elements in a paper 

more often than they will make critical global statements about the paper. When 

global statements are made, they will tend to be generalized and positive.  

10.  Most students will comment on points of confusion or areas in need of specific 

development in a peer’s paper more often than they will comment on grammar 

and mechanics.  

11.  Some students will mark suggested grammatical and mechanics changes in   

their peers’ papers (making “corrections”), but are not likely to explain any 
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patterns or cite larger principles in doing so (not turning “correction” into a 

lesson). 

12.  There will be wide variance in how students use the course time dedicated to 

explaining comments to one another. Some will focus closely on the task at 

hand, but others will supplement time on task with personal conversations; 

some will not focus closely on the task at all. This variance might be reduced by 

having a product (e.g. a brief description of their dialogue) due at the end of the 

period. 

Questions Requiring Further Consideration 

1. How might we use exercises generated from this lesson study to improve 

students’ consciousness of their own writing principles, values, and rationale? 

2. How might we directly connect our work on this Lesson Study to Learning 

Outcomes beyond the specific goal of improving how peer comments are 

interpreted and applied? Specifically, what might our Study teach us about how 

students conceptualize an audience? 

3. By presenting student writers with peer readers who have an immediate and 

accessible reaction to their writing, can we improve student awareness of the 

often-less-accessible intended audience for their future writing? How can this 

study help us develop better exercises that will help students to inculcate 

audience awareness and aid in their visualization of likely audience reactions to 

their writing? 

4. Should we undertake an effort to standardize how students phrase their peer 

comments, also standardizing how they are interpreted by writers? Would this 

make the process more useful for writing development, or would it hinder 

students’ ability to experience the multiple, complex reactions that readers can 

have to a text? 
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Lesson Plan 

1. In week 3 or 4 of the semester, the students compose their rough drafts for their 

first formal paper (a 1200-word paper analyzing a professional essay). They print 

three copies of their rough drafts.  In groups of three, they exchange essays, so 

each member retains one copy of his/her own essay and receives one rough draft 

from the other team members.   

2. The peer review lesson takes place over two class days.  

a. The first day of the lesson is preparation for the exercise our lesson study 

observed during the second class period.  It’s important to note that a grade 

is not assigned to the students for providing comments and suggesting 

revisions to each other.  Their participation in this exercise is to improve 

their overall writing skills to improve this particular paper to receive a 

higher grade on it.  Peer editing exercises in this ENG110 classroom tie into 

the general participation component of the students’ final grade (15-20%). 

b. On the first day of the lesson, after exchanging rough drafts, each student 

takes turns reading aloud his/her paper, while the other two members make 

comments on a peer editing rubric (see Appendix A). 

c. When each student has finished reading his/her essay aloud, the other 

students in the peer editing group will take five minutes to make additional 

written comments on the hard copy of the writer’s paper.  The instructor 

encourages students to gather notes and listen to each other’s essays, NOT to 

have a prolonged discussion of comments and suggestions for revision – that 

discussion may take place on the following day when the lesson study team 

is there for observation. 

d. After taking these few minutes to jot down additional comments, the other 

two students pass their written rubrics to the paper’s author and the group 

moves on to the next member reading aloud his/her paper. 

3. The following class is the day of observation for our lesson study.   

a. We debated whether to begin with a teacher-led presentation of typical 

comments and possible revision strategies, but we ultimately choose instead 

to keep the focus on the students: What advice do they give each other? How 

do student writers understand that peer advice? Which comments from their 



6 
 

peers do students choose to apply, which do they not apply, and why? 

Lastly, how do they approach the revision process in order to revise these 

rough drafts into final drafts? 

b. On the day of observation, students receive a chart (see Appendix A) 

asking them to summarize what comments they received, to explain how 

they responded to each comment, to describe how they will apply the 

comment, and to locate where they will apply it.   

c. Students take turns discussing the comments they wrote down by 

addressing each paper individually, taking about 15 minutes per paper.   

d. Our lesson study team walks around, taking field notes and filling in 

answers to a question sheet and checklist based on our expectations for their 

discussion habits and revising discussions. 

4. Students take away and revise their paper drafts.  On the day the assignment is 

due, they turn in their rough drafts with comments from their peer editing group 

members, their comment rubrics, their discussion charts, and a brief summary of 

their revising strategies and impressions of the revising process.  Our study lesson 

team retains these artifacts, as well as our field notes, observations, and checklists 

for revising discussions. 
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Part III: The Study 

 

In a brief survey given after the observed lesson, we asked students to 

describe their attitudes toward peer review, and to describe their use of peer review 

comments in comparison to how they employ instructor comments when revising. 

 

Summary of Survey Results 

                    Fall 2012            Spring 2013 

1. Comments related more to global concerns:     (18) (62%)  16 (52%) 

Comments related more to sentence-level concerns:  (11) (38%)  15 (48%) 

 

        It would be worthwhile to observe whether increased use of Writer’s Help as 

a standardized handbook will lead to more focus on, and confidence with, grammar 

and sentence concerns among peer reviewers. Strategies for using WH in this way 

should be explored and developed. 

 

                  Fall 2012              Spring 2013 

2. Comments re: concerns new to writer’s experience:       8 (24%)  9 (24%) 

Comments related to familiar concerns:        25 (76%)  28 (76%) 

 

 

3. Time spent with instructor comments:          Spring 2013 

Less than 10 minutes:         1 (2.5%) 

10-20 minutes:        28 (70%) 

20-30 minutes:        10 (25%) 

30-45 minutes:         1 (2.5%) 

Greater than 45 minutes:        0 
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4. Time spent with peer comments:        Spring Sem. 2013 

Less than 10 minutes:     14 (37%) 

10-20 minutes:     21 (55%) 

20-30 minutes:     3   (8%) 

Greater than 30 minutes:    0 

 

It is difficult to draw conclusions based on the time students claim to spend 

revising their writing based on peer and instructor comments. Asking students to 

self-report their time presents us with data that may not reflect the realities of 

student practice with absolute certainty. However, the results do speak to us about 

the value (or perceived utility) students attach to comments on their writing.   

The amount of time they report (generally between ten minutes and a half-

hour) suggests something is being done with peer comments, or at least that they 

think something should be done with them that would take this amount of time. We 

can speculate that students are at least reading and attempting to comprehend peer 

and instructor comments during the time they claim to spend, but this data can 

make no claims about their application. That almost 2/5 of the students surveyed 

think less than 10 minutes are needed to make use of peer comments seems to 

demonstrate a lack of value attached to peer comments, but the results also suggest 

a greater perceived value in instructor comments. We should also note that 

instructor comments are only allotted 20 minutes by most students in these results: 

many student writers considered the same amount of time to be adequate 

regardless of whether they were dealing with instructor or peer comments.  

Students did provide some insights into the differential of worth they attach 

to peer and instructor critique: One respondent, who claimed that this lesson study 

was “the first time I have had peer comments on any paper,” described them as 

“much more helpful than teacher help” because they “connect more at a personal 
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level.” The same student reported great satisfaction with peer workshops, because 

they “force[d] the students to participate in their writing and planning” and 

provided them with feedback from peers who are “in the same boat.” The student 

concluded philosophically by observing that “it is good to get people discussing 

their problems together.”  

According to one survey respondent, the initial time spent considering 

comments made by peers and instructors may be roughly equal, but the writer is 

likely to return to the instructor’s comments exclusively when completing final 

revision on a piece of writing. This use of critical comments as a “final checklist” 

was not described among the uses for peer criticism. Additionally, student 

responses demonstrated the familiar tendency of inexperienced writers to perceive 

the grammar and mechanics of a piece of writing as separable from its “content,” 

by which they ironically signify the ideas the writer wishes to communicate, 

whether the writer’s text manages to do so or not.  As one student explained, “I 

spend less time on peer comments because normally they are more of grammar 

corrections, which are easy fixes, and more on the instructor’s comments, because 

normally they focus more on the content of a paper.” The student leaves 

unexplained why, if grammar corrections are so easily handled, it falls to the peer 

critic to be making these “fixes.”  

It is clear to us that disrespect for peers’ ability to offer meaningful advice 

on writing remains an unquestioned tenet of belief among a disappointingly large 

number of students. In some cases, our student writers dismissed the efficacy of 

peer review through statements such as “I normally don’t give much time and 

thought to my peer comments because I feel that they know just about as much as I 

do.” Students who do not respect the efficacy of peer critique either regard their 

own abilities as superior to those whose criticism they dismiss (meaning they do 

not actually regard them as peers at all), or they hold their own writing and critical 

revision skills as unworthy of respect or a sense of utility. One student expressed 
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most bluntly what others seemed to take for granted: “When regarding instructor’s 

comments, I take more time and consideration because ultimately it only matters 

what they think.”  

It seems to us imperative that instructors counter this attitude, if indeed we 

intend to foster students in our Freshman Writing Program who are able to, as our 

Student Learning Objectives state, “critique their own and others' work and use 

feedback effectively,” as well as being able to “respond to the needs, knowledge, 

attitudes, and values of different audiences” rather than merely writing to an 

instructor whose authority as a reader derives merely from his or her evaluative 

capacity and punitive potential.  As one student explained, “I would say I spend 

about double the amount of time on instructor comments than peer comments. I do 

this because I know that the instructor is correct, and perhaps with the peer 

comments they might not be.” This student, like many we have encountered in our 

classes and in this lesson study specifically, seems not to perceive her peers as part 

of her target audience. Such students may not recognize that their peers have a 

valid right to interrogate their arguments and evaluate their writing. This student, 

in particular, seems oblivious to two fundamental, oft-expressed tenets of the class 

in which she participates: this instructor regards himself as only one potential 

reader for the student’s writing, and he bases his assessment and evaluation of 

student writing on its ability to be understood and appreciated by an audience made 

up of the writer’s peers.  

Some respondents expressed a distressing tendency to regard their readers as 

an echo chamber, with the value of a peer’s critique being determined by its 

confirmation of the writer’s status quo ante: “if I agree with what my peer is trying 

to tell me I will definitely spend time on those comments as well.” Other 

respondents did express an inculcation of respect for peer criticism and its utility, 

stating, for example, that “I spend a great amount [of time] on looking at peer 
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comments because it is someone who is trying to help with their comments to 

make my paper better, and easier to understand.”   

For some, the definition of “peer” was qualified by the experience level of 

the critic: “I do […] spend a lot of time looking at the comments of my peers if I 

know they have history in editing papers (such as the Writing Center).” For this 

student, a reader who is not an instructor is apparently a peer, even when that 

reader is a tutor versed in composition practicum.  Finally, some respondents drew 

distinctions between peer and instructor comment types that, while likely based on 

personal experience, suggest the care that instructors should take in making their 

critical guidance both practical and holistic: “[Peer critics] are the ‘common 

people’ that would understand the language and the meaning, while the instructors 

find the nit picky details.” 

         Fall 2012    Spring 2013 

5. Preference for peer comments w/o handbook reference:  13(38%)      14(52%) 

Preference for handbook-only references:    0                      0 

Preference for peer critique w/ handbook reference: 21 (62%)           13 (48%) 

 

To facilitate the most effective use of our department-wide standard 

handbook, the Writer’s Help online resource, it would be advantageous to explore 

the apparent lack of value students assign to handbook reference indicated in these 

results.  

Some insights were provided by the students, one of whom requested that 

critique not be given with reference to a handbook because “if they just tell me 

where it is [in] a handbook, I probably won’t care because that wouldn’t help me 

since I most likely didn’t understand it in the first place.” Another respondent 

explained that “I don’t want [peers] to point to a book and say find it. That makes 

me angry. If I don’t know what’s wrong with it, I can’t find how to fix it in a 

book.” While this comment seems to originate with a student who has not been 
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trained how to effectively use handbooks and reference guides in general, it also 

points (as does the earlier quote) to an assumption among students that they lack 

the ability to overcome deficits in their writing education with self-guided effort, 

believing instead that any knowledge deficit they possess must be relieved by an 

instructor’s direct intervention.  

Note, however, that one Spring Semester section informally reported an 8-

to-2 preference for peer critique w/ handbook reference, indicating that this strong 

preference for peer-only comments without handbook references seen above may 

not be universal. Among our survey respondents, one student notes that “if it is a 

more complicated rule or one that I keep missing, I would like a reference to a 

reason why,” indicating that the value of handbook reference in writing criticism 

varies, as we would expect, with the student’s level of introspection and self-

awareness of being a writer engaged in a process of ongoing development.  
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Summary of Rubric-Use Data with Observations and Commentary 

 

We collected 26 Analysis Paper Rubrics (see Appendix A), along with the 

paper itself. These provided a source of peer comments for students to evaluate in 

our lesson study. Students were instructed to use the rubric to evaluate their peers’ 

analysis paper, to comment on their evaluation, and to refer to specific paragraphs 

in which elements were used well or in which revision was needed. Students were 

instructed not to merely place checks in the boxes, but to provide explanation and 

context for their assessment.  

 

 Only three of the rubrics (12%) refer to the assessed paper by paragraph 

number.  

 No peer critics used the rubric to point to specific successful use of an element. 

 Eight rubrics (31%) contain exclusive or almost-exclusive use of check marks 

(any additional comments added no substance to the check mark). 

 Seven rubrics (27%) combined check marks with short observational 

comments. 

 Nine rubrics (35%) include a specific reference or references to an element of 

the paper or its subject matter. 

 Eleven rubrics (42%) made general statements about effective writing 

techniques as the critic perceived them. 

 Eight rubrics (31%) included substantive comments that made effective use of 

the available space. 

 Six rubrics (23%) included advice that propagated the misunderstanding of a 

crucial writing or analytical concept (i.e. a working  thesis vs. a forecast 

statement, controversy vs. argument,  analysis as argument, summary vs. 
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analysis, and the adequate citation of sources),  to the potential detriment of the 

revised draft.  

 Fifteen rubrics (58%) made little or no use of the “Revision should be a 

priority” or “This features is missing” categories, placing all suggestions in the 

“Needs some revision” boxes. As this hinders the writer’s ability to “triage” 

revision priorities, it might be more effective to head categories (1) “Revise this 

element first,” (2) “Revision this element second,” and (3) “Also revise these 

elements” in order to encourage the peer critics and writers to create hierarchies 

and priorities when revising.  

 Six rubrics (23%) demonstrating the use of the “Revision should be a priority” 

boxes included inadequate specifics to explain why, how, and where in the 

paper this priority was assessed.  

 Only three rubrics (12%) contained comments correlated directly to 

commentary placed on the paper itself (indicating apparent use of these peer 

critiquing modes in conjunction). 
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Summary of Peer Comments on Paper Drafts 

 

We collected 26 papers, ~1200 words each, most with one peer critic, some 

with two. Because of these multiple critics commenting on some papers, the 

numbers provided below reflect the number of peer editors, not the number of 

papers. 

 

 Twenty critics (67%) pointed to flaws in sentence style. 

 Eleven critics (37%) suggested style improvements by example. 

 Fifteen critics (50%) commented on rhetorical effectiveness in text. 

 Nine critics (30%) corrected writing conventions (e.g. title formats, use of 

sources’ surnames). 

 Eight critics (26%) crossed out minor sentence wordiness or error. 

 Eight critics (26%) commented on introduction or conclusion. 

 Six critics (20%) commented on organization. 

 Five critics (17%) addressed the assignment’s specific requirements. 

 Five critics (17%) pointed to or underlined sentence elements without 

comments. 

 Four critics (13%) offered praise. 

 Three critics (10%) inserted missing or necessary words. 

 Three critics (10%) suggested incorrect, misguided, or detrimental changes. 

 Two critics (7%) rearranged textual elements with arrows. 

 Two critics (7%) suggested that further research was needed. 
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Number of distinct concerns addressed in the paper (multiple references may be 

made to the same concern):   

 Four critics (13%) addressed fewer than three concerns. 

 Twelve critics (40%) addressed three to five concerns. 

 Eleven critics (37%) addressed six to ten concerns. 

 Three critics (10%) addressed eleven to fifteen concerns. 

 No critics addressed more than fifteen concerns. 

 

Quality or character of the peer comments: 

 Eleven critics (37%) made substantive1 and numerous2 comments. 

 Seven critics (23%) made substantive but few comments. 

 Three critics (10%) made numerous but insubstantial comments. 

 Seven critics (23%) made few, insubstantial comments. 

  

                                                            
1 ”Substantive” comments contain a relevant rhetorical, stylistic, mechanical, or 

aesthetic element both consistent with larger principles of sound writing and liable 

to produce a discernibly more successful or satisfying piece of writing if acted 

upon effectively.  
 

2 “Numerous” comments are measured in relation to the number of apparent 

features in the piece of writing which an inexperienced peer critic would be 

expected to address in the process of a diligent, thorough peer critique. 
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Trends and Patterns in Student Thinking  

Found in the Peer Interpretation Chart 

 

We collected 26 Peer Comment Interpretation and Application Charts (see 

Appendix A) containing 155 comment interpretations and associated explanations. 

 

 In our judgment, 122 of the interpretations (79%) were logically sound. 

 

In the few instances in which a student radically seems to have misunderstood 

the critic’s comments, there were some positive outcomes: in one case, the 

comment prompted the student to consider the indicated passage, weigh it against 

known standards separate from the misunderstood peer comment, and revise 

accordingly.  

Examples of the instances in which the writer did not seem to logically interpret 

the peer critique reveal a number of assumptions and types of confusion. For 

example:  

Peer Comment: “Not all claims have evidence.” 

Writer’s Interpretation: “Some info in my essay is irrelevant.” 

Intended Changes: “Avoid adding useless fillers.” 

Does this indicate a misunderstanding?  Did the writer simply remove claims 

because they weren’t supportable? Was there a misunderstanding of the meaning 

of “evidence,” or did the writer simply think it would be easier to take out the 

offending material rather than developing support? 

Peer Comment: “Need to be more organized.” 

Writer’s Interpretation: “Need to figure out what’s relevant.” 

Intended Changes: “Added a few ideas to back up my thesis.” 
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Did the student interpret the apparent lack of organization as being based on an 

inability of the reader to see connections between ideas and the thesis?  Is that what 

the peer critic meant?  Did the writer, not knowing what else to do, respond based 

on past experience with comments?  

Peer Comment: “Intro…make ideas incredibly specific.” 

Writer’s Interpretation: “Be more specific.” 

Intended Changes:  “I made my intro shorter.” 

Did the writer assume that specific meant shorter, or were there unrelated ideas in 

the intro that were causing confusion?  What was the thought process that led to 

specific being read as fewer words? 

Peer Comment: “Refer back to woman.” 

Writer’s Interpretation: “Not sure what to reference.” 

Intended Changes: no change. 

Was the decision to not make a change based on a lack of understanding of the 

comment’s meaning, or did it arise because the writer realized there was a lack of 

support for the reference to the woman, but it remained because the writer didn’t 

know what else to do with it? 

Peer Comment: “Couple of ideas going on.” 

Writer’s Interpretation: “Include a more focused theme.” 

Intended Changes: “I took out a couple of sentences.” 

On what basis were sentences removed, if they were causing the confusion?  Was 

the theme already present, meaning that unrelated ideas needed to be removed?  

Did the sentences remaining create a clearer focus? 

Peer Comment: “Some paragraphs have unneeded quotes.” 

Writer’s Interpretation: “I used too many quotes throughout.” 

Intended Changes: “I added some info and comments to support the quotes.” 
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Was the peer critic indicating that the quotes were simply repeating points made, 

that they were unrelated, or that there were simply too many quotes and not enough 

of the writer’s ideas? 

In some instances, student writers seem to have (unintentionally or 

intentionally) constructed “straw man” versions of the peer critique which they 

subsequently brand as unfair or misguided. For example, a writer may inaccurately 

interpret a peer’s suggestion to “use more specific examples” as meaning quote 

directly from the source, leading the writer to reject this fallacious reading of the 

critique on the grounds that the assignment calls for summary and paraphrase in 

place of quoting too often or at length. Even in these “straw man” cases, however, 

the writers often subsequently describe having edited based on their own “higher” 

principles of revision. Because peer review demands that writers re-encounter their 

own texts and, at least to some degree, see them anew, the practice can produce a 

stronger textual product even when the writers and their peers fail to communicate 

optimally.  

 

 Fifty-two of the interpretations (34%) drew upon rhetorical and stylistic 

principles common in freshman writing instruction. 

 

In many cases, students can and do allude to specific, sophisticated writing 

strategies and techniques when interpreting their peers’ comments, as this number 

indicates. The sources of these strategies and techniques will likely be in-class 

rhetorical study combined with past writing education, amassed experience as 

readers, and exposure to handbook content, all of which will vary with class 

section and student expertise.  However, in some cases, the students in our study 

seem to interpret their critics’ comments in a very narrow sense, as if the peers’ 

advice was based on a matter of personal opinion, not an articulated understanding 

of effective writing principles. Such students also describe revising their papers 
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according to a simplified concept of what constitutes improvement (e.g. if sentence 

variety is a virtue, then some sentences should be “changed up”).   

 

 Sixty-five of the peer comments (42%) were identified by the writer as being 

globally relevant. 

 

Many students commented that, although addressed to a specific occurrence in 

the text, a peer’s comments could be applied in other instances in the paper, as 

diagnosed by the writer. There were isolated instances of writers attaching “global 

significance” to peer critique when they perceived it to be denigration of their 

writing, having assessed that a critical comment must be globally relevant because 

“the whole paper is poorly written,” as one student wrote. 

 

 Eighty-three of the peer comments (54%) were identified by the writer as being 

locally relevant. 

 

However, thirty-six of the peer comments (23%) were apparently incorrectly 

labeled as being relevant to only one location in the paper. Student writers 

sometimes demonstrated an inability or unwillingness to see their peers’ diagnosis 

of an error as indicating a chronic failing in the paper. Seeing a marked element in 

isolation, they do not exploit the peer critique further by developing a personalized 

revision strategy. In short, if the peer reviewer did not explicitly state that 

suggested revisions were to be applied globally, many student writers did not take 

the initiative themselves. This was particularly noticeable in a case in which the 

same proofreading error type was identified by the critic in several locations within 

the paper, but the paper’s author nevertheless identified each as a local concern. 

Students were most apt to misidentify chronic spelling errors, grammar and 

mechanics mistakes, and structural paragraph failures as localized phenomenon. 
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However, they fared better when realizing that a particular criticism was locally 

relevant if it addressed a specific rhetorical context within their paper. 

 

 The writers indicated that of the 155 suggested revisions, they accepted and acted 

upon 127 of them (82%).  

 

In our charts, students often describe their decision to accept peer suggestions 

because the peer comment led them to realize that revision was needed.  They also 

explain that changes were “necessary,” either because the peer identified an error 

or asserted a writing convention the author had not been aware of. Others explain 

that the peers’ comments have revealed how better to address and connect with an 

intended audience more immediately; as one student said, “I thought that as a 

reader, they would be able to explain how someone else was reading the paper.” 

Many of our students say they agree to a peer’s suggested revisions when they 

know that something is “wrong” in their paper, but do not know how to remedy it.  

A small number of writers in our study suggested that they chose to follow peer 

suggestions when they recognized that the advice they were receiving echoed 

advice they had been given in the past. While this suggests that students may have 

difficulty improving their writing in the long term using peer critique, it does also 

suggest that careful consideration of peer comments can help them to place a piece 

of their writing into the context of their previous writing career.  

 

 The writers indicated they would not act upon 26 of the suggestions (17%). 

 

Some of our writers dismissed the necessity of their peers’ contributions by 

explaining that they were planning to make the suggested change in any case, or 

that they “didn’t need help.” While this unwillingness to take reader responses to 

heart is symptomatic of a writer who is either unfamiliar or uncomfortable with the 
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concept of writing as living communication—as an intercourse of ideas in which 

the writer is obliged to care how the reader responds—there were also respondents 

in our study who did take peer criticism seriously, but were willing to negotiate 

with suggested revisions in order to maintain ownership over their creation. These 

students often explain having declined peer suggestions simply because they like 

how their draft version sounds or “flows” without further external development. 

Others assert their superior familiarity with writing conventions or surer 

knowledge of the assigned requirements for the paper when deciding not to follow 

peer guidance. Finally, it is regrettable that some student writers demonstrate an 

expectation that peer critics will essentially complete their composition process for 

them. Said one student of his own paper: “it was a lazy paper and needed to be 

changed to an analysis,” a task he made his peers too responsible for undertaking, 

instead of adequately preparing his work for them to assess.  

Such attitudes enact the complex variety of peer critique relationships to which 

our students have been exposed, and they illustrate why we must be conscious of 

the peer review process we create in our classrooms, just as we argue for our 

students to become conscious of their readers and accountable to them.  
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An Analysis of the Effectiveness of  

Foregrounding Peer Comment Interpretation in Freshman Writing 

  

While analyzing the data that we gathered and attempting to assess the 

effectiveness of our lesson in improving student use of peer comments, we have 

questioned the importance of accuracy in the students’ interpretation of their peer’s 

suggestions. We are concerned that a writer who fails to accurately comprehend 

the intended advice from a peer will subsequently be able to revise well. As a 

result, we have considered additional lessons intended to standardize the language 

that peer critics use and to make the writer’s interpretive process more immediate 

and consistent.  

While some standardization of this sort may be advantageous, and could 

likely be accomplished readily through lessons and exercises already present in 

Writer’s Help, we have also realized that inexact interpretation of peer comments 

does not invalidate or disable the revising process for our students. To judge the 

worth of our lesson, we must consider the products of this instructional unit: a 

revised paper and the scaffolding material that led to its completion. When our 

students participate in our lesson, they will be confronted with peer comments 

written on their paper drafts, entered into a rubric, and, likely, discussed in 

conversations with their peers.  

Subsequently, the writers complete an exercise in which they may 

inaccurately or inexactly paraphrase and interpret the comments they have 

received, and they explain what use they will make of this peer advice in their 

revision process. In doing so, their awareness of the revision process has been 

stimulated, foregrounded, and authorized; students have been reminded to look 

beyond any imagined virtual audience for their writing and to become aware of an 

audience of individuals with their own rationales and critical perspectives.  
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Interactive exposure to an engaged, informed readership to whom they must 

tailor their explanations and arguments is, obviously, a rich learning experience for 

inexperienced writers, and one they do not encounter without their instructors’ 

willingness to allow for writer-critic interaction in college writing courses. In short, 

this stimulation will occur whether or not students are able to interpret their peers’ 

comments with a high degree of fidelity to those specific critical points the peer 

commentators wished to convey. 

  That said, we are convinced that peer critics are able to express specific, 

critical suggestions to our writers, and that the writers are able to make 

recognizable sense of those suggestions in the majority of cases. Because of this, 

we know that more than stimulation and authorization of the peer-facilitated 

revision process has taken place for most of the students; we know that 

communicated peer review and response have happened, and we regard this as a 

suitable objective for this lesson and for our course in general. Exact 

communication is not necessary for this exercise to be valuable, nor is it possible 

among student writers and peer critics any more or less than it is possible among 

professional writer and their sophisticated audiences.  
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Analysis Paper Assignment 
 

Step 1: Choose one of the professional examples that we read in class, or another 

essay that interests you. Reread the work until you are comfortable with its themes 

and its use of language. 

 

Step 2: Address the theme of the work. Before you begin writing, analyze this text: 

look for its argument. What is it claiming about the world, about human nature, 

about how truth can be gained or about how people should interact with one 

another? Resist merely repeating what the text says. Use the text to support larger 

claims for which the author seems to be arguing.  

 

Step 3: Write about what you have analyzed. Articulate the author’s claims, and 

show how characterization, character actions, circumstances, events, and abstract 

quantities like virtue and justice interact in the essay to support these claims. 

 

Step 4: Having analyzed the theme of the work and addressed what the author says, 

move on to how s/he says it. This can be done in two steps.  

 

Part 1: Analyze the images, word choices, details, and construction used in 

the essay. Locate any particularly elegant, powerful, or playful passages in 

the work that show the author demonstrating a mastery of language. 

 

Part 2: Connect the use of language to the theme you chose earlier: how does 

the author manipulate language to underscore his/her themes? 

 

Step 5: Once you have analyzed the essay for theme and use of language, form 

your response into a 600-word paper with a clear thesis, consistent use of forecasts 

and transitions, a concise style, and frequent paraphrases and quotations that use 

the text to support your analysis of it. 

 

Advice: 

Do not summarize plot.  

Do not simply talk about the text, but make specific reference to it and show that 

you are having a dialogue with the work you are analyzing.  

However, do not simply fill up the paper with quotes and paraphrases: craft your 

own argument about the text and let your claims, reasons, and evidence organize 

the paper. 
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Analysis Paper Rubric Completed by the Writer and Peers
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Peer Comment Interpretation and Application Chart

 

 

Gallery of Artifacts from the Lesson 
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Three Analysis Papers Containing Peer Comments 

 

Three Rubrics Completed by Peer Critique 

 

Three Completed Peer Comment Interpretation and Application Charts 
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English 110 Learning Outcomes Statement 
 

Rhetorical Competence 

Students who complete English 110 with a C or better should 

• be able to communicate effectively in writing 

• write with a clear sense of a purpose 

• respond to needs, knowledge, attitudes, and values of different audiences* 

• respond appropriately to different kinds of rhetorical situations 

• adopt appropriate voice, tone, and level of formality 

• write in several genres and contexts 

 

Critical Thinking, Reading, & Writing 

Students who complete English 110 with a C or better should 

• be able to use writing and reading for inquiry, learning, and thinking 

• understand how to find, evaluate, analyze, and synthesize appropriate sources 

• understand how genres shape reading and writing 

• be able to integrate the ideas of others with their own 

• be aware of the relationships among language, knowledge, and power 

 

Processes 

Students who complete English 110 with a C or better should 

• have flexible strategies for generating ideas, revising, editing, and proofreading* 

• understand writing as a recursive process* 

• be able to critique their own and others' work and use feedback effectively* 

 

Knowledge of Conventions 

Students who complete English 110 with a C or better should 

• be able to use a format appropriate to the context 

• have knowledge of genre conventions ranging from structure and paragraphing  

   to tone and mechanics 

• be able to cite and document sources appropriately 

• control such features as syntax, grammar, usage, punctuation, and spelling 

 

Adopted by The English Department 02/05/03 

Revised B/C requirement 4/2010 

 

 

*Outcomes demonstrated in this lesson  
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Guidelines for Lesson Study Observation Notes 
 

GRADE ON A SCALE OF 1-5 AND TAKE NOTES 

 

1.  Students look confused (in their faces, body language): 

 

2. Students ask for clarification and/or seem to lack understanding of each other: 

 

3. Students look engaged, like they’re connecting with each other during the 

discussion and valuing the input of their peers: 

 

4. Peer editing groups take the discussion seriously: 

 

5.  Peer editing groups look like they’re just going through the motions for this 

exercise: 

 

6. Students give each other comments from the class handbook or another text: 

 

7. Students reference former English teachers in their comments: 

 

8. Students cite their current English 110 teacher for a suggestion (e.g. “You know our 

teacher likes this…”): 

 

 

WRITE IN COMMENTS ON THE GROUPS OBSERVED: 

 

1. What are the commonalities in the peer editing feedback, i.e. the common threads? 

 

2.  Do individual papers generate individual comments? 

 

3.  Do students provide comments BUT don’t cite any examples from the paper itself? 

 

4. Do they take additional notes during the revision discussion or just rely on their 

discussion chart? 

 

5.  How do the writers receive the comments (grudgingly, comfortably)? 
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Notes on Classroom Observation of Ryan Friesen’s ENG110 

September 25, 2012 

Jen Mohlenhoff-Baggett 
 

 On September 25, 2012, Bruce Handtke and I went to Ryan Friesen’s class 

to observe how his English 110 students interpreted and responded to the written 

peer editing comments they’d received on the rough drafts of their first formal 

writing assignment. 

 Around 9:30 a.m. Ryan asked his students to fill out the sheet outlining what 

kinds of comments they’d received on their rough drafts and how they understood 

those comments.  Some students filled the handout sheet across to answer all the 

questions about one particular comment, while others went down and answered the 

same question for each comment they’d received.  Interestingly, it seemed many 

students filled out this sheet in complete sentences. 

 It was clear that some students had already begun to revise and change their 

rough drafts.  For example, the student next to me wrote on her handout: “I added 

more quotes and explained how it related to my thesis as evidence” (verbatim).  

What struck me from the beginning is that these students are all taking the 

revisions and comments seriously; every head is bent over to write on this chart. 

 We then broke into groups.  For 15 minutes Bruce, Ryan, and I circled 

around and silently observed the peer editing groups. 

 The first group I observed had one young man and two women.  They were 

all attentive, engaged, and listening to each other.  They did ask for clarification 

when they needed it, and they read each other’s comments thoroughly and 

thoughtfully.  They referenced the charts from class and studied the charts more 

than they talked; they seemed to rely on the charts for discussion and for direction. 

On a scale of 1-5 for relying on the discussion chart, I gave this group a “5.”  I also 

feel they’re keenly aware of my presence and I’m stifling them a little (I note 

darted look to me, and when I do move on, I hear them talking more).   
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 This first group, although quiet, did generate individual, tailored comments 

for each other, e.g. one woman received feedback specifically about her need for a 

conclusion.  The other comments relate more to proofreading, e.g. “your” vs. 

“you’re.”  They accept the comments from each other willingly, e.g. in response to 

the above proofreading comment, the editor said, “You can’t really assume 

someone [your paper’s reader] would know.”  The writer replied, “Yeah, you’re 

right.” 

 The second group I observed was the same as Bruce’s first group.  This set 

had two men and two women.  Unlike my other group, this second group was 

much more talkative and interactive.  They actively took notes on the oral feedback 

from each other, as I observed Sadie Johnson in this group do, and they connected 

with each other on the specifics of each paper.  At one point, all four members 

were talking; then three of them listened to one member’s comments on Sadie’s 

paper.   

This young man gave Sadie Johnson’s paper comments on her thesis and 

conclusion, and said she had “nice quotes.”  He asked her if her word choice was 

“simplistic” in one paragraph.   This same member asked Sadie about the phrasing 

in a sentence, “Is this what you mean?”  Then this editor gave her specific 

commentary on her thesis and told her what she needed to add to it.  All the while, 

Sadie took notes and answered his questions.  Sadie seemed comfortable receiving 

these comments; however, she didn’t accept all the editor’s comments.  She 

objected that the suggestion to change the thesis would “make a pretty long thesis,” 

and she resisted changing some of her wording.   

I was impressed that this group didn’t reference the online handbook, their 

English teacher, or even past writing instructors for their editing comments, just 

their own responses as readers and editors of each other’s work.  This set of writers 

also didn’t rely on the discussion chart nearly as much as the first group; rather, 

they also things to say, and the chart just seemed to help organize their thoughts.  
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This group also seemed more comfortable having me observe them, perhaps 

because Bruce had already been there to observe or because I stood behind the 

main speaker (the young man who talked about Sadie’s paper) and out of his line 

of sight.  It struck me that this second group did several things really well:  

1) they took the assignment of giving and receiving feedback seriously;  

2) they really listened to each other; even the two members who were not 

part of the dialogue about Sadie’s paper listened and learned; 

3)  they made comments to each other about each paper specifically, not by 

going through the motions of a checklist or by strictly adhering to the 

chart; 

4) they made the peer editing process a dialogue, so that the editor spoke 

and the writer answered questions/clarified points/and responded, even 

objected, to some of the comments. 

 While this second group began the discussion seriously, then did get a little 

goofy toward the end by reading aloud each other’s quotes.  Even this playful 

teasing stayed focused on each other’s writing though, instead of joking about the 

upcoming weekend or roommates. 

 After the observation of the groups, Ryan asked them to write out responses 

on binder paper or in their class spiral-bound notebooks.  Ryan said, “Let’s pull 

together what we’ve learned” and proceeded to take a survey by show of hands on 

how they use this feedback on their rough drafts.  He asked them how long they 

spent on comments from peers vs. those from their instructor; compared the chart 

for comments with the comments they gave each other; asked where they received 

the most feedback “organization, ideas, structure” vs. “mechanics, proofreading, 

grammar.”  Ryan also asked the class had they seen this sort of comment before in 

their writing or was this sort of comment mostly new to them; he inquired what 

comments they liked to receive and how they like to received those comments, on 

paper only, on the rubric, referencing the handbook, or both.   
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Ryan’s survey did a really nice job pulling together the steps of the revision 

process; it made the students aware of patterns in their own writing and editing 

processes and helped make meaning out of the group exercise we’d just completed.  

He added comments throughout such as “See how that works for you” and “Come 

see me for both issues if you have questions.” 

  



49 
 

 

Bruce Handtke’s Classroom Observation Notes  

for Ryan Friesen’s English 110 

 

When students began to work in groups, one group of 5 and a few pairs 

seemed to become quickly engaged in sharing and discussing their papers and peer 

comments.  A couple students were still filling in the rubric, and 2 girls in the back 

of the room engaged in a conversation about the study abroad program. 

The first group I closely observed was the group of 5 which was actively engaged 

in discussing each other’s comments and concerns about their papers.  While they 

occasionally glanced in my direction, they seemed generally unaffected by my 

presence.  Most of the questions about the peer comments were for clarification 

rather than because of a lack of understanding:   

Writer: “When you said, ‘description,’ did you mean more examples 

or more explanation?”   

Peer: “You need more detail. I guess I meant more examples.” 

There were additional questions and comments made about ways to further 

improve the paper above and beyond the comments that had been written.  I was 

especially surprised and happy to see that some of them showed a sense of 

audience: 

Writer: “I don’t know if I am really challenging a claim here.” 

Peer: “I agree. Who would really want to argue with that?  Your 

comparison to the story in the book is repetitive.  We already read the 

story and know this.  Maybe add some of your own experiences.” 

The next group I observed seemed more focused on surface errors and 

seemed hesitant to get too involved.  They were very aware of my presence as they 

looked up at me or went out of the way to avoid looking up at all.  They appeared 
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to be going through the motions for my benefit.   It could be that the more 

substantive conversations had already taken place, that they saw the exercise as 

pointless, or they simply felt little need for discussion because the peer comments 

were clear and self-explanatory: focusing mainly on organization, grammar, 

repetition, and the need for examples.  A reference was made to an “article in the 

book as a model for the proper use of quotes.” 

The other groups, or pairs, I observed were either socializing, staring down 

at their own papers, or exchanging papers looking for additional things to comment 

on.  Overall, most students seemed able to understand the comments and most 

questions seemed to be simply out of a desire to verify that their interpretations of 

the feedback were accurate. 

When Ryan brought them back together for the “Let’s pull together what we 

learned” portion of the lesson, I thought he did a nice job of getting students to 

revisit what they did and how they did it.  In future lessons, it might be helpful to 

go a step further and create goals and develop a plan to address the specific issues 

exposed by the peer feedback to avoid repeating them in future papers. 
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Informed Consent Form Completed by All Students in the Lesson Study 

 
 

Informed Consent for Students in the UW-La Crosse Lesson Study Project  

 

 

Permission to Use Course Work for Research Purposes 

 

This semester I am working with several other instructors to study how students learn in English 

110. On one class day, we will collect information about your learning. Several instructors may 

be present to observe the class and they may ask you questions about your experiences that day. 

Our goal is to better understand how students learn from our teaching and then use that 

information to improve instruction in the course.  

 

It is likely that some of aspects of this project will be presented or published in the future. In 

keeping with the ethical standards for doing research with human subjects, I am requesting your 

written permission to include excerpts, examples and portions of your written course work for 

future presentations and publication purposes. Your identity will remain confidential and none of 

the written material will be identified with you individually.  

 

It is perfectly acceptable not to grant permission to use your work for these purposes, and I 

assure you that your decision will not adversely affect my opinion of you or your experience in 

the class. 

 

 

I have been informed that:  

 the purpose of this study is to investigate how college students learn and to improve 

teaching in the course.  

 during one class period, outside observers will be present in the class to gather 

information. 

 examples of my written work may be used in publications and presentations, and that none 

of the material will be identified with me individually.  

 There will be no penalty if I decide not to give permission to use my course material for 

the study. 

 

If you have any questions about the study procedures please contact me at 785-8307 or 

rfriesen@uwlax.edu. Questions regarding the protection of human subjects may be addressed to 

Dr. Garth Tymeson, Chair of the UW-La Crosse Institutional Review Board for the Protection of 

Human Subjects, 608-785-8124. 

 

 

I give _______ (please initial) -or- I do NOT give _______ (please initial) my permission to use 

portions of my course work for publication and presentation purposes. 

 

Student Participant__________________________   Date___________ 

        

Instructor/Investigator_______________________     Date___________  

       

mailto:rfriesen@uwlax.edu

