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Abstract


Traditional methods of teaching writing are slowly being replaced by new methodology that involves sharing work with classmates, giving and receiving peer feedback, and revising work accordingly before submitting to the teacher for grading (Sluijsmans, Brand-Gruwel, & van Merriënboer, 2002). In some cases, peers are responsible for the grading as well (Tseng & Tsai, 2007). There is currently much research being done around different types of feedback, and how they affect the development of writing skills. This paper will explore the effectiveness of several types of feedback for improving writing skills, to determine if peer feedback initiatives are worthwhile to implement. This paper aims to identify the most practical and effective methods of teaching writing, specifically with regard to the feedback process. The scope of this paper also includes how these initiatives affect classroom dynamics, student motivation, and morale, as these factors are predictive of educational success.

Introduction

Traditional Methods of Providing Feedback



For many years, the popular writing process ascribed to in most K-12 classrooms was some variation on the theme of: write a draft, have a teacher review it and provide comments, and then the student makes the necessary corrections. While there is much variability in how teacher-feedback methods are used, they generally follow those basic steps (Sluijsmans, et al., 2002). Immeasurable research has been done around effective models of teacher feedback, proving the variability of approaches and their effectiveness.


The teacher-feedback model has clear benefits. Teachers generally have a deeper understanding of the subject matter and assignment expectations than do students; the teacher is well-trained to give feedback to a variety of students, each with their own unique issues; and students often trust the validity of teacher feedback over peer feedback (Mawlawi, 2010). Many studies have confirmed that teacher feedback leads to improved writing (Mawlawi, 2010; Ghani & Asgher, 2012), but there are also downsides to this model.


The most glaring limitation to the teacher-feedback model is that it takes a lot of time for one person to provide adequate feedback to a classroom of students (Mackiewicz, Wood, Cooke & Mazzotti, 2011). Teachers generally have a choice of spending relatively little time on each student's writing; or spending longer on each piece, and giving the students their feedback at a later date. The downsides to spending too little time on each piece of writing are apparent, but there are noted downsides of delayed feedback, as well. Studies have shown that immediate feedback can lead to greater revision at the idea level (Ghani & Asgher, 2012), possibly due to the fact that the learner is still engaged with the subject matter. Teacher feedback has been lauded for its ability to create idea-level changes, but that positive effect is mitigated by the amount of time it takes for students to receive the feedback (Ghani & Asgher, 2012).


Others argue that this model ignores constructivist principles, by depriving students of an authentic audience for their work (Topping, Dehkinet, Blanch, Corcelles, & Duran, 2013), which leads to a loss of certain communication skills. Writing is, first and foremost, a method of communicating socially, and conveying ideas to an audience of readers (Nystrand, 1989). For K-12 students, a teacher isn't normally viewed as a peer. Writing for an audience of exclusively non-peers (teachers) removes an aspect of authenticity, motivation, and ownership of the writing (Ghani & Asgher, 2012; Topping et al., 2013). Current trends in education emphasize the importance of being able to write for different types of audiences.

Peer-review in the Classroom


Increasingly, teachers are utilizing peer-review methodology, to supplement or replace aspects of traditional writing instruction—especially since the advent of digital technologies that assist this process (Lu & Law, 2012; Tseng & Tsai, 2007). There are numerous accounts of peer-review programs in the literature, varying from in-person peer-review sessions (Knoblauch & Brannon, 1981), to peer-assessment (Tseng & Tsai, 2007), to a number of online peer-review processes (Tseng & Tsai, 2007; Topping et al., 2013; Lu & Law, 2012; Yu & Wu, 2013).


There is much variability in how these methods are practiced. The most basic explanation that would apply to all of the approaches would include: writing a draft; showing it to at least one classmate; receiving feedback from that classmate; and then, revising the draft. The most effective ways in which these steps manifest is the subject of much research. It is generally acknowledged that peer-feedback leads to positive variance in the writing being produced (Lu & Law, 2012; Paulus, 1999; Yu & Wu, 2013), but the question of how that positive effect can be maximized is the subject of much current research. Classroom teachers and researchers are both looking for ways to amplify these effects, with the goal of creating the most efficient and effective methodology for teaching and improving writing.

Peer-review Online


Today, internet access in schools is considered by many to be a necessity. Teachers are leveraging this powerful tool to aid in the feedback process, with noticeable results (Tseng & Tsai, 2007). By connecting online, students are able to provide immediate feedback, engage in discussions, and seek clarification quickly and easily (Ghani & Asgher, 2012). This also allows for multiple students to provide perspectives, and “raise[s] the sense of audience for both the writer and the reader” (Ghani & Asgher, 2012, p. 85). Students are able to take in many pieces of feedback, at an accelerated rate, and decide for themselves which to incorporate and which to ignore (Ghani & Asgher, 2012; Rollinson, 2005).

What can be Agreed On


While there is still much debate about the best methods for peer-feedback in the classroom, there are a few things that are generally agreed upon by researchers in the field.


Firstly, it is agreed upon that feedback is a necessary part of the writing process. Students need to be given some sort of feedback, or improvement will be stunted. As Ghani and Asgher put it, “feedback is a crucial aspect in the process of teaching writing skills. It plays an important role in motivating the students for further learning. Students become aware of their needs for improvement and also of the degree of their learning” (2012, p. 84). Simply put, feedback is how students figure out how to get better.


Another generally accepted fact is that both peer- and teacher-feedback lead to improvements in the final written product (Lu & Law, 2012; Mackiewicz, et al., 2011; Paulus, 1999; Yu & Wu, 2013). Specifics around this idea are still debated. Research is being done to discern how impactful different types of feedback are, and how to maximize the positive effects.


Finally, it is generally agreed upon that peer-feedback works best if the students are given some instruction on how to provide useful feedback (Ghani & Asgher, 2012; Lu & Law, 2012). There are many ideas as to what constitutes the most useful kinds of feedback.

Best Practices: Explored


The best amount of feedback. One of the most basic questions that comes up when discussing peer-review processes, focuses on how much time will be spent doing this. Many researchers and teachers accept that it “takes much... class time”(Ghani & Asgher, 2012, p. 87) to significantly explore everyone's written work. This issue can be abated by the use of online sharing platforms, where students can share, comment, and edit (Ghani & Asgher, 2012; Tseng & Tsai, 2007) instantaneously. These platforms are especially useful when considering the finding that students improve most over three separate rounds of feedback (Tsai, Lin & Yuan, 2002). Teachers can expect to devote a significant amount of their students' time to the feedback process, but many argue that it is time well-spent.


The effects of feedback on the reviewer. Even as students are spending time to help their classmates improve their writing, they may also be improving a host of their own skills (Lu & Law, 2012). Lu and Law, discovered that online peer-review had a number of positive effects, for both the reviewer and the writer (2012). Engaging in the process of peer-review helped the reviewers better understand their own writing; moreover, the students who gave more feedback experienced the largest positive effects (Lu & Law, 2012). It was also found that offering descriptive comments and suggestions was most beneficial for the student making the comments (Lu & Law, 2012; Yu & Wu, 2013; Topping et al., 2013). The deeper the students engaged with their classmates’ writing, the more writing and critical reading skills they gained.


There was an interesting paradox concerning the optimal amounts of feedback for a reviewer to give and for a writer to receive. Topping, et al., explain that a reviewer or tutor learns the most when they give detailed feedback, with ample suggestions. Conversely, the writer made optimal improvement when given “less elaborated feedback.”(2013, p. 225) Essentially, whichever party was more actively involved inevitably gained more from the experience. When writers had to make significant changes based on their own knowledge, they gained more. When reviewers gave detailed instruction, based on their knowledge, the reviewers benefitted more (Topping, et al., 2013).


The best kind of feedback. “Feedback” can mean a number of things. It can be delivered in a number of ways, and it can consist of many different types of message. Generally speaking, there are two categories: descriptive feedback and quantitative assessment. While both of these categories serve their own purpose, research indicates that descriptive feedback leads to more improvement than quantitative assessment (Yu & Wu, 2013). 


Tseng and Tsai described four main types of feedback: corrective, reinforcing, didactic, and suggestive (2007). While each form of feedback can have different uses, and ultimately prove valuable, there were patterns as to which lead to the most significant improvements.


According to Tseng and Tsai, reinforcing feedback was widely useful, and nearly always had a positive effect (2007). This corroborates the findings of Lu and Wu, which indicate that “affective comments that provoke positive feelings help boost student interest, motivation, and self-efficacy, even when they are not task-focused or informative.”(2012, p. 271)


Suggestive feedback appeared to be of most use in the early stages of the process, when larger revisions were more likely, with their effect tapering (Tseng & Tsai, 2007). Corrective and didactic comments had the least effect on the writing (Tseng & Tsai, 2007), possibly due to their being taken negatively by the writer. In general, it seems that non-directive feedback has a greater positive effect on student writing. This effect was especially prevalent among students with high skill levels, while those with less mastery of the topic and writing conventions also benefitted from directive feedback (Topping, 1998; Tseng & Tsai, 2007).


There also seems to be a pattern with regard to the amount of feedback, and when it is given. Immediate, high-volume feedback gave many opportunities for students to refine their work, early on, which led to greater overall improvements (Topping, 1998; Tseng & Tsai, 2007; Ghani & Asgher, 2012). Immediate feedback during the early stages of the writing process was also linked to greater revision at the idea-level, with later feedback being directed at more localized and language-based revision (Ghani & Asgher, 2012).


Other effects of peer feedback. Peer feedback initiatives can take some nerve on the part of the instructor, as they generally involve relinquishing control of the learning environment. The research suggests that these fears may be unfounded. Studies have shown that engaging in peer-review can lead to increased inter-personal skills (Beaven, 1977; Tseng & Tsai, 2007; Ghani & Asgher, 2012), and collaborative learning (Ghani & Asgher, 2012). These metrics are predictive of high student morale and productivity.


In addition to strengthened classroom dynamics, studies have also shown that peer-feedback initiatives lead to increased senses of text-ownership among writers (Ghani & Asgher, 2012). The peer-review process creates an authentic sense of audience, which helps motivate writers to revise their work to a higher level (Ghani & Asgher, 2012).


Finally, it has been suggested that with a proper implementation (including training for the students beforehand), peer-review processes could help reduce the instructional load on teachers (Tseng & Tsai, 2007; Lu & Wu, 2012; Ghani & Asgher, 2012).


Students need guidance. Implementing a peer-review system requires substantial pre-planning. Students must have a strong understanding of the material and the expectations in order to give effective feedback, and in order to incorporate it. Beyond that, students also need guidance with regards to the best ways to comment, in order to be most effective (Lu & Wu, 2012; Ghani & Asgher, 2012). Students should be given instruction concerning which types of feedback are most beneficial, and which could lead to problems. It’s important that students understand that positive feedback, and feedback aimed at global writing issues yield better results, and better interpersonal connections, than negative or “nit-picky” feedback. This fact was mentioned multiple times in the literature, and is worth emphasizing.

Conclusions and Discussion


Peer-review has shown itself to be an effective tool in the process of acquiring writing skills. Studies indicate that peer feedback is valuable for a number of reasons. Often, peer feedback is more immediate and plentiful, which can lead to greater revision earlier on (Ghani & Asgher, 2012). Peer feedback has also been linked to increased inter-personal skills and relationships among classmates (Beaven, 1977; Tseng & Tsai, 2007; Ghani & Asgher, 2012). The process of reviewing others' work is also beneficial for the reviewer. In fact, in one study, the reviewers gained more skills over the course of the initiative than did the writers (Lu & Wu, 2012).


Specific types of feedback had greater impact on the written product that did others (Tseng & Tsai, 2007). It is generally agreed upon that non-directive, descriptive feedback is most beneficial for writers (Topping et al., 2013; Yu & Wu, 2013; Tseng & Tsai, 2007), and that reviewers should be given some training with regard to which types of feedback to give beforehand to maximize their effectiveness (Tseng & Tsai, 2007; Lu & Wu, 2012; Ghani & Asgher, 2012).


It is also of note that peer-review processes have been shown to increase inter-personal skills, collaborative learning, and positive classroom dynamics (Beaven, 1977; Tseng & Tsai, 2007; Ghani & Asgher, 2012). Students feel better about themselves as writers and are more willing to take creative risks, which further increases their confidence and ability (Beaven, 1977; Ghani & Asgher, 2012). Generally, peer-review has a positive impact on the interactions among students (Tsui & Ng, 2000).


Future research should compare the relative effectiveness of teacher-review initiatives with the effectiveness of different peer-review processes. Of particular interest would be an analysis of total time spent on reviewing work, and which style had the best “pay-out” per capita. A longitudinal study comparing different initiatives could provide valuable information on the overall effectiveness of different types of feedback, especially with regard to total time spent, and net variance of writing skills.

Final Thoughts

It seems that with the proper pre-planning and training, peer-feedback initiatives can be highly effective and efficient (Lu & Wu, 2012; Ghani & Asgher, 2012). If students are made aware of the goals of the process and are given guidance as to the best ways to provide feedback, the effects are overwhelmingly positive. Teachers should be prepared to devote significant amounts of time to the process, but this issue can be mitigated through the use of digital technology and online tools. Frequent and early feedback, made easier through online tools, leads to effective revision, and should therefore be encouraged (Lu & Law, 2012).


Peer-feedback is a useful tool in the teacher's toolkit. When used correctly and carefully, it can lead to many positive effects, on writing, motivation, and attitude, of both the reviewer and the writer (Van Den Boom, Paas, & Van Merrienboer, 2007; Lu & Law, 2012; Topping et al., 2013). Future research should aim to develop frameworks for which types of feedback are most beneficial for learners at different ability-levels, at different stages of the writing process. With a detailed understanding of these best practices, teachers and students could benefit greatly.
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