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Abstract

Higher education focuses on promoting the training of autonomous, critical professionals who adapt to the
ever-more demanding labor market. To achieve these objectives, it is necessary to rethink teaching practices in
order to allow the student to be the main actor and modeler for their learning process.

Previous studies based on Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory have shown that learning should be treated as a
socio-cultural activity. Indeed, according to this approach, individual knowledge is firstly constructed at a social
level. Peer review, for its part, is a learning tool based on the sociocultural approach. It allows students to
achieve higher levels of autonomy and critical thinking.

This research’s aim is, on the one hand, to analyze the effect of peer review on the quality of academic essays
and, on the other, to examine the way in which linguistic and communicative competence in academic writing
are affected. This experimental study was carried out with 68 level B1 + students (32 men and 36 women) in a
private university in Ecuador during one academic year.

After the statistical analysis, it is concluded that peer review has a positive impact on academic writing. However,
the impact is higher in the communicative competence than in the linguistic competence. This result is aligned
with previous research, which shows that students tend to prioritize message over form.

Future research should investigate peer review’s long-term impact upon students and their ability to transfer
skills acquired in English class to other subjects, or even to professional contexts.
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1. Introduction

Vygotsky (1978) is the author who made significant contributions to the social constructivism approach.
According to this approach, individuals build their knowledge at a social level and subsequently appropriate it
individually. Social interaction serves to awaken cognitive processes and affects both cognitive and language
development. That is, external activities are transformed into mental activities through processes of
approximation and internalization. Extrapolating the foregoing to foreign language learning, the collaborative
construction of knowledge is a source of L2 learning (Shehadeh, 2011). Therefore, students involved in
collaborative processes build their knowledge more effectively than those who do so individually.

Peer review is a collaborative tool that fits within Vygotsky’s socio-constructive model. For Falchicov (1995),
peer review is a process in which individuals are evaluated among peers. The process may be facilitated by using
rubrics previously created by others by the teachers, perhaps, or even elaborated by the group according to their
needs. For Toppings (2009), peer review is a formative evaluation tool that allows students to evaluate their
peers’ performance, written products, and results in production quality improvement. In fact, through this
process a better understanding and a broader perspective of the topic is achieved, and more meaningful learning
and better-quality productions are therefore guaranteed. When using peer review in evaluation, both the student
who reads, reviews and comments, and the student on the receiving end of said feedback, benefit. This happens
because the student who is evaluated can take enormous advantage by engaging in meta-cognitive processes
such as reflecting, justifying, accepting or critically rejecting the comments or suggestions of their peers (Liu &
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Carless, 2006).

The afore mentioned fits perfectly with the swift of higher education aims. Indeed, higher education currently
focuses, on the one hand, on training students to acquire specific skills for each profession; and on the other, on
developing practices that place the student at the center of the learning process, and help them to achieve greater
autonomy, enhance lifelong learning, and become critical thinkers. This new paradigm implies that
methodologies and non-traditional evaluative processes, in which the student should take an active and
interactive role, should be implemented (Lindblom-Ylénne, Pihlajamiki, & Kotkas, 2006). To achieve this
objective, the relationship between learning and its evaluation has been reviewed and new evaluation proposals
have been developed, which include self-evaluation, peer evaluation, and group evaluation (Dochy, Segers, &
Sluijsmans, 1999).

Peer review is a tool widely used in the professional world and in courses such as Business, Technical Writing,
Psychology, Social Sciences and Geography (Topping et al., 2000). But while the theory emphasizes that
interaction and collaboration are essential for language acquisition, in practice, especially when it comes to
evaluation in the context of an EFL class, the teacher becomes the only source of feedback. According to
Choudhury (2005), for American students it is easier to interact and be actors in their learning process than
students coming from different origins. L2 students carry their own culture’s constructs and values with them. In
many educational institutions in Ecuador, the teacher is still seen as an authority figure and the holder of
knowledge. Consequently, students are limited to receiving knowledge imparted by the teacher. For that reason,
placing students at the center and giving them autonomy in the learning process is counterintuitive to the norm.

This study incorporates the peer review tool in the core of the academic writing learning process. On the one
hand, a clear improvement in the quality of academic essay productions has been observed, and on the other,
peer review introduces students to a real and authentic communication activity. In addition, the learner who is
involved in a peer review activity must change from a passive, receptive role to an active, negotiating role with
him/herself and his/her peer. The tasks designed for students to provide each other with feedback during peer
review will improve the quality of the classes’ interaction and language use. Finally, collaborative learning
allows students to develop critical thinking skills (Kaggan, 1992). According to Liu and Carless (2006), peer
review is an end in itself: the person providing feedback develops critical reflection skills, learns to listen,
evaluates using clear criteria, and provides good quality feedback. In addition, students who receive feedback
also learn through meta-cognitive processes such as reflection and the capacity to justify their productions and
accept or reject suggestions, all using their own argumentation.

Previous research concludes that written productions improve considerably when peer reviews are conducted by
structured holistic and/or analytical evaluation rubrics. However, there are certain differences in the level at
which improvements are most notable. Thus, for Storch (2005), significant changes occur at the level of
grammatical accuracy and complexity. However, according to Lockhart and Ng. (1995), students have limited
linguistic knowledge, so observations focus mainly on the content, organization and quality of ideas. A study
conducted by Shehadeh (2011) concludes that there are no significant changes in terms of grammatical aspects or
mechanics, but rather in relation to content areas, organization and vocabulary.

In addition, peer review introduces the student to a practice that is common in the professional world. In fact, as
Topping (2009) points out, at some point in our professional life we can all expect to be peer evaluators and
advisors. Therefore, peer review allows the development of skills and strategies that, though they are acquired in
English, can be transferred according to students’ needs to any other subject and in varied contexts.

However, Yang (2011), notes that previous studies highlight several points, of which the most relevant are, firstly,
that it is likely that students will use this space to discuss issues not relevant to the task (Liou & Peng, 2009); and
secondly, that students tend to focus their corrections primarily on lexical aspects, leaving aside the text’s
organization and content (Cho Schunn, 2007).

As corollary, and since students do not arrive to class with evaluative skills, previous research suggests the need
for explicit training in what it means to evaluate and be evaluated by their peers. Thus, Gielen & De Wever
(2015) carried out a study with first-year university students and concluded that previous, systematic instruction
regarding the peer review process increased the possibility of achieving a positive impact. Other strategies to
enhance the use of this tool include taking time to understand and analyze the rubrics (Miller, 2003). It is also
possible to consider reviewing a case study with all students to understand the evaluation criteria (Sluijsmans &
Brand-Gruwel, 2002). In addition, it is highly recommended that rubrics be used to direct the peer review
process and allow students to evaluate with greater criticism and objectivity.

However, we have not found any research on the incorporation of peer review in Ecuador or in the region, and in
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our opinion, carrying out this research in this specific context would be a great contribution. L2 students carry
their cultural learnings with them. For this reason, it is possible that the results we obtain are different than those
for other countries. This means that, while Peer Review fits perfectly in the US (a country where extensive
studies have been carried out in this regard), the same will not necessarily occur in other contexts. In any case,
this study’s findings will be useful in obtaining points for discussion on how to implement and/or adapt these
tools to the specificities of the context. On the other hand, as Shehadeh (2011) states, previous investigations
have been carried out in ESL classes, and extending the research from ESL to EFL contexts can therefore grant
new insights into peer review.

It should be emphasized that student participation in peer review develops a culture of reflection and critical
analysis, not only regarding their work, but also regarding the learning outcomes and evaluation criteria
intervening in the learning process. Many studies state that the writing process is, at present, not considered an
individual task; rather, it is a task in which peer feedback should play an essential role (Liou & Peng, 2009).
Shared assessment positively contributes to students’ performance and provides them with a new learning
experience, through objectively judging work done by their peers—a task that will likewise be useful in their
professional future. By incorporating the peer review tool into the writing process, students will be able to
generate new ideas and perspectives by improving their writing skills (Lundstorm & Baker, 2009).

1.1 Research Objectives

e Introduce the practice of peer review in academic writing classes, and assess whether or not it improves the
quality of academic essays.

e  Analyze which competences (linguistic or communicative) are mostly affected when introducing the
practice of peer reviewing in academic writing classes.

2. Method
2.1 Participants and Context

This research was carried out with level Bl + students at a prestigious private university in Ecuador. We worked
with 68 students (32 men and 36 women), whose mother tongue was Spanish. In this institution, students are
enrolled in a variety of majors including, for example, Physical Therapy, Psychology, Civil Engineering, Tourism,
Laws, Journalism, and Social Communication, among others. They have a 10-hour weekly load of English
classes. It is a general English course and the communicative approach is used for the development of the four
language skills.

In higher education institutions in Ecuador, English is a mandatory requirement for students to complete their
major and graduate. In fact, Article 31 of the Regulations of the Academic Regime establishes that: "In
third-level majors [that is, in the case of the students in this study] students must achieve proficiency in a foreign
language, and with proficiency being understood as at least the level corresponding to B2 of the Common
European Framework of Reference for Languages. However, obtaining English language proficiency is a
challenge for a large majority of students.

2.2 Experiment Procedure

This study is of experimental nature. The sample was randomly divided into two groups: an experimental group
and a control group. Based on previous experiments (Shehadeh, 2001), and in order to maintain consistency and
validity in this research, the only variant that was introduced in the experimental group was the peer review
procedure. Both the experimental and the control group thus had the same instructors, syllabus and content. The
task for both groups was to write an argumentative essay based on documents previously studied and discussed
in class.

In the control groups, during the academic writing process the students performed each writing process task
(generation of ideas, organization of ideas, creation of the text, review, and editing) individually, and then
handed this writing in to the teacher to receive their feedback. To move on the next stage, students corrected their
drafts according to their teacher’s observations. In the experimental groups, in contrast, students were reviewed
by their peers. Their observations were written on the previously designed observation sheets. Then, before
moving on to the next step of the writing process, they were given 15 minutes to discuss and explain the
observations made.

The first phase of this study consisted of introducing students from both the experimental and control groups to
the formalities and specificities of English academic writing. The writing process was broken down into the
following stages:
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1). Pre-writing activities (brainstorming, listing, free writing, etc.)
2). Writing of essay thesis

3). Essay plan elaboration

4). Writing of introduction and conclusion

5). Drafting of essay paragraphs

6). Drafting the first version of the complete essay

7). Review and editing activities

8). Drafting of the final version

Worksheets were made for each of the previously mentioned stages, and in each section, the students had to write
the corresponding part. Simultaneously, and following the suggestions from the literature, the experimental
groups were introduced to the peer review methodology, gradually and prior to the start of their own reviews.
This induction was done through readings, videos, practical exercises and case studies (Gielen & De Wever,
2015; Miller, 2003; Sluijsmans, 1999).

Once the students were familiar with the peer review methodology, they chose their peer, and the activities were
carried out following the schedule shown on the table below:

N° week Activity

1-2 Induction activities for the peer review method

3 Pre-writing activities (brainstorming, listing, free writing, etc.)
4 Peer-review: pre-writing activities

5 Thesis writing

6 Peer-review: thesis essay

7 Development of the essay outline

8 Peer review: essay outline

9 Writing of introduction and conclusion

10 Peer-review: introduction and conclusion

11 Writing of body paragraphs

12 Peer review: body paragraphs

13 Writing the first version of the complete essay

14 Peer-review: first version of the complete essay

15 Drafting of the final version

16 Handout of surveys

17 Group reflections on the use of the peer review tool.

To carry out the peer review activities, the students used worksheets with reflection questions and rubrics that
had been prepared in advance by the researchers (Miller, 2003). The students’ evaluations did not have a
numerical grade. The review consisted of at least two readings. In the first reading, reviewers had to focus on
aspects of form, i.e., grammar, spelling and punctuation. Students were then asked to do a second, and if
necessary, a third review focusing on more substantive aspects, which included content relevance, organization,
cohesion, and a vocabulary usage in line with the essay’s focus.

Once the readings were completed, and the corrections and comments had been made, the reviewers passed the
section that they had corrected with their comments and evaluations to its writer, who read it, analyzed the
pertinence of the corrections and comments, and then decided whether to accept or reject the suggestions before
proceeding to the next stage.

3. Data Collection and Analysis

This investigation was a correlational-type study, since it associates variables through a predictable pattern for a
group and population (Roberto Hernandez-Sampieri, 2008).
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The following variables were determined:
Independent variable (X): peer review.
Dependent variable (Y): quality of production and collaborative work.

The study lasted a year and the peer review methodology was applied with six different groups. Since the
research was experimental, the sample was randomly divided into two groups. On the one hand was the
experimental group, which was instructed in the academic writing learning process incorporating the peer review
tool; and on the other was the control group, which was instructed in the usual way: that is, the teacher was in
sole charge of providing feedback and evaluating the student.

The reviewer student did not give any numerical grades, but in both the experimental groups and the control
groups, the first and second drafts were graded by the teachers. Quantitative data was thus obtained. To evaluate
these productions, the scale proposed by Jacobs et al. (1981) was used. This scale has been widely used in
various academic writing teaching contexts.

Jacobs proposes the evaluation of five aspects of writing, weighted as follows:

Content: 30 points
Organization: 20 points
Cohesion: 20 points
Vocabulary: 20 points
Language use: 25 points
Language Mechanics: 25 points
TOTAL 120 points

The comparison of the experimental and control groups was carried out through the “t-student, .05 level of
significance” test.

4. Results Obtained Through Statistical Analysis
4.1 Question 1: Does Peer Review Improve the Quality of Students’ Essays?

Table 1. Comparative sample of grades obtained in the first draft and in the final essay (n = 65)

Mean Standard deviation t Sig (bilateral)
First draft Control 81.81 14.441 -3.198 .002
Experimental 92.27 11.836 -3.189 .002
Final essay Control 87.72 15.100 -3.415 .001
Experimental 100.64 15.386 -3.416 .001

As illustrated in table N°1, when comparing the production of the control and experimental groups there is a
marked improvement in the quality of production between the first essay and the final version. It is thus notable
that in the first test, the control group obtains the following results: M = 81.81, t = -3.198 and Sig = .002; while
the experimental group obtains M =92.27, t = 11.836 and Sig = .002.

The difference is still more significant in the final version of the essay. Here it can be noted that the control
group result is M = 87.72, t = -3.415 and Sig = .001. and the experimental group obtains M = 100.64, t = -3.416
and Sig =.001.

4.2 Question 2: Does the Impact of Peer Review Vary Among the Different Domains of Writing (Content,
Organization, Lexicon, etc.)?
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Table 2. Averages of the component scores on the first draft

Control Group

Experimental group

Component Max score M SD M SD t
Content 30 20 3.52 22.61 3.47 -3.005%*
Organization 20 13.16 2.51 15.18 2.51 -3.244%*
Cohesion 20 13.25 2.74 15.55 2.26 -3.680**
Vocabulary 20 13.75 3.04 15.39 2.46 -2.396*
Language use 25 16.66 4.99 17.15 3.81 -0.450"
Punctuation 10 5 2.04 6.38 1.9 -2.844**
M = arithmetic mean. SD = standard deviation. * p <.05. ** p <.01.
Table 3. Averages of the component scores on the final draft

Control group Experimental group
Component Nota Max. M SD M SD t
Content 30 21.75 3.529 24.55 4 -2.984**
Organization 20 14.25 2.603 16.76 2.68 -3.824%*
Cohesion 20 14.66 2.813 16.79 2.58 -3.184**
Vocabulary 20 15.00 3.005 16.75 3.49 -2.149%*
Language use 25 16.78 5.166 19.18 4.157 -2.067*
Punctuation 10 5.47 2.079 7.12 1.933 -3.320%*

M = arithmetic mean. SD = standard deviation. * p <.05. ** p <.01.

The statistical analysis shows that throughout the writing process, the areas in which peer review has the highest
impact are content, organization, cohesion and punctuation. In the areas of vocabulary and language use, the

impact is lower.

4.3 Question 2: Does the Impact of Peer Review Vary Among the Different Domains of Writing (Content,

Organization, Lexicon, etc.)?

Table 4. Averages of the component scores on the first draft on the experimental group

Control group

Experimental group

Component Max score M SD M SD t
Content 30 20 3.52 22.61 3.47 -3.005%*
Organization 20 13.16 2.51 15.18 2.51 -3.244%%*
Cohesion 20 13.25 2.74 15.55 2.26 -3.680%*
Vocabulary 20 13.75 3.04 15.39 2.46 -2.396*
Language use 25 16.66 4.99 17.15 3.81 -0.450*
Punctuation 10 5 2.04 6.38 1.9 -2.844%*

M = arithmetic mean. SD = standard deviation. * p <.05. ** p <.01.

The statistical analysis shows that throughout the writing process, the areas in which peer review has the highest
impact are content, organization, cohesion and punctuation. In the areas of vocabulary and language use, the

impact is lower.
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5. Discussion

Through the statistical analysis, it can be seen that in the context of this study, peer review has a positive impact
on academic writing. This result aligns with previous studies, in which peer review also had a positive effect on
the quality of written production (Crossman & Kite, 2012; Shehadeh, 2011) and on the effectiveness of learning.
In fact, these outcomes suggest that well-trained students are capable of giving feedback which is similar to, or
even better than, that of the teacher (Topping, 2009).

We also noted that the better trained students are in relation to use of the peer review tool, the better the results
obtained (in a comparison made between the first and the final drafts). Other researchers have likewise
concluded that the best way to learn to interact in a foreign language is, precisely, by interacting (Choudhury,
2005).

It should be emphasized that these encouraging results are not due solely to the introduction of peer review in the
writing process. According to the suggestions from the literature, the impact of the tool was enhanced with
practical and prior instruction designed through scaffolding systems, so that students in the experimental groups
could understand and apply the tool properly (Deni & Rosnida, 2011; Gielen & De Wever, 2015; Topping &
Smith, 2000). According to Guielen (2015), the aforementioned strategy has an impact not only on the final
product, but also on the quality of feedback given and received by the students. Since the experimental group
students worked on carrying out both the first and the second drafts in pairs, the positive results are evident even
in the first draft.

It can be observed that the effect of using peer review during the academic writing process varies in each of its
components. Thus, Skehan and Foster (2001) state that prioritizing message over form is common among
language learners. Therefore, we note that in both the first and the second drafts, there is a highly significant
impact in the areas of: content, organization, cohesion and punctuation. We noticed that, with the exception of
the punctuation component, the remaining components are communicative.

Regarding content, the high impact could be due to the fact that when dealing with a controversial issue (fashion
consumerism), teachers prepared a wide set of materials and activities that included a documentary, documents,
press articles, discussions, and debates, so that students were immersed in the subject. However, when the
discussion was in pairs, still more ideas emerged. The appropriate vocabulary use component has a significant
impact on both drafts. We note a change regarding language use, however, since in the writing of the first draft
there is no significant impact index, but in the second draft, the P> 0.01 indicates a positive impact.

Nonetheless, it can be seen that there is a generally less significant impact in terms of vocabulary adequacy and
appropriate language use. This result could be considered somewhat surprising because, for example, in the
study conducted by Storch (2005) who carried out a comparative study between a group of students who decided
to write on an individual basis, and another group of students who decided to write collaboratively—the author
concluded that the texts by students who worked in pairs were shorter but had greater complexity and
grammatical accuracy; and consequently, the writing tasks performed in pairs were of better quality than those
performed individually. However, this investigation corroborates the results obtained by Jegerski and Ponti
(2014), who suggested that the process is quite lengthy in the areas of grammar and lexicon. Only following
several months of university instruction was it possible to see slight results, and longer periods of instruction and
practice were therefore required.

With an objective similar to that of this research, Storch (2005) investigated the process and product of
collaborative writing, and students’ views on it. She collected data from 23 adult ESL students completing a
course at a large Australian university. Students were given the choice to write in pairs or individually. Eighteen
students chose to work in pairs and five chose to work individually. The study compared texts produced by pairs
with those produced by individual learners. The study also elicited learners’ reflections and views on the CW
experience. She also found that most students had positive outlooks on collaborative writing.

To make this discussion more comprehensive, we can also base our reflection on the insights of Sekehan (2011).
He pointed out the issue of the complexity of the assigned task and the cognitive ability to process information,
and indicated that humans have a limited capacity for processing information. EFL learners thus tend to
prioritize message over form. When reviewing an argumentative essay, students become more focused on the
content, which involves validating the essay thesis, evaluating the arguments and/or counterarguments, and
perhaps even raising a controversial topic. Consequently, attention to the language itself is reduced (vocabulary
adequacy, and the mechanics of spelling and punctuation).
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6. Implications

In general, this study generates results in line with those from previous investigations. Peer review is a tool that
offers students clear benefits. However, in our context we noted that, while our students have already completed
several years of higher education, they lacked the skills necessary to evaluate their peers. For that reason, they
required a training period and constant monitoring by the teacher. Given the multiple benefits, it would be ideal
for students to receive this training starting in the entry levels of university, or even during the pre-university
courses.

7. For Further Studies

This study focused mainly on the products obtained following peer review. For future studies, the focus could be
turned to the interactions within the pairs; that is, the social dynamics created in groups and their influence on
cognitive processes (Van Den Berg et al, 2006). On the other hand, empirical evidence is lacking regarding peer
review’s effect over the long term. Further studies could therefore investigate whether students have been able to
incorporate this practice into their broader academic life, or if the experience was strictly limited to the EFL
class.
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Appendix A
WRITING ASSESSMENT SCORING RUBRIC

STUDENT’S NAME: Date:

A. Relevance and adequacy of content
30-27 EXCELLENT TO VERY GOOD: relevant and adequate answer to the task set.

26-22 GOOD TO AVERAGE: For the most part task is successfully completed, though there may be
some gaps or redundant information.

21-17 FAIR TO POOR: Answer of limited relevance to the task set. Possibly major gaps in treatment of
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topic and/or pointless repetition.

16-13 VERY POOR: The answer bears almost no relation to the task set. Totally inadequate answer

B. Compositional organization

20-18 EXCELLENT TO VERY GOOD: Overall shape and internal pattern clear. Organizational skill
adequately controlled.

17-14 GOOD TO AVERAGE: Some organizational skills in evidence, but not adequately controlled.
13-10 FAIR TO POOR:  Very little organization of content, lacking of logical sequencing and
development.

9-7 VERY POOR: No apparent organization of content.

C. Cohesion

20-18 EXCELLENT TO VERY GOOD: Satisfactory use of cohesion resulting in effective
communication.

17-14 GOOD TO AVERAGE: For the most part satisfactory cohesion although occasional deficiencies

may mean that certain parts of the communication are not always effective.

13-10 FAIR TO POOR:  Unsatisfactory cohesion may cause difficulty in comprehension of most of
the intended communication.

9-7 VERY POOR: Cohesion almost totally absent. Writing so fragmentary that comprehension of the
intended communication is virtually impossible.

D. Adequacy of vocabulary for purpose

20-18 EXCELLENT TO VERY GOOD: Almost no inadequacies in vocabulary for the task. Only rare
inappropriacies and/or circumlocution.

17-14 GOOD TO AVERAGE: Some inadequacies in vocabulary for the task. Perhaps some lexical
inappropriacies and/or circumlocution.

13-10 FAIR TO POOR:  Frequent inadequacies in vocabulary for the task. Perhaps frequent lexical
inappropriacies and/or repetition.

9-7 VERY POOR: Vocabulary inadequate even for the most basic parts of the intended communication.

E. Language use

25-22 EXCELLENT TO VERY GOOD: effective complex constructions. Almost no grammatical
inaccuracies.

21-18 GOOD TO AVERAGE: Effective but simple constructions. Some grammatical inaccuracies.
17-11 FAIR TO POOR: Major problems in simple/complex constructions. Frequent grammatical
inaccuracies.

10-5 VERY POOR: Virtually no mastery of sentence construction rules. Almost all grammatical

patterns inaccurate.
F. Mechanics

10-9  EXCELLENT TO VERY GOOD: Few errors of spelling, punctuation, capitalization, paragraphing.

8-6 GOOD TO AVERAGE: Occasional errors of spelling, punctuation, capitalization, paragraphing.

5-3 FAIR TO POOR: Frequent errors of spelling, punctuation, capitalization, paragraphing.

1-2 VERY POOR: No mastery of conventions, dominated by errors of spelling, punctuation, capitalization,
paragraphing.

Adapted from Jacobs et al's (1981) scoring profile and TEEP attribute writing scales (Weir, 1990)
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