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Recently, in the context of a broader evaluation of the undergraduate program, the committee on 

undergraduate education at Pitt evaluated to what extent the university is meeting its goals in terms 

student writing proficiency and found that only 50% of graduating students are meeting all the goals. In 

general, there are very few writing intensive courses below the 1000 level, and not that many above the 

1000 level. Basically, freshman writing + two disciplinary courses are not enough to help students 

develop the desired writing proficiency. 

Chris with colleagues has looked specifically at Psychology majors and investigated to what extent they 

are meeting writing requirements by using the GRE writing rubric used by ETS. This rubric has several 

dimensions and each dimension is judged on a six point scale, with the different ‘points’ being different 

statements which can be used to characterize the writing, the top three being positive, the bottom 

three being negative. For example, regarding conveying ideas, the six point scale is: 

6. Conveys ideas fluently and precisely, using effective vocabulary and sentence variety. 

5. Conveys ideas clearly and well, using appropriate vocabulary and sentence variety. 

4. Demonstrates sufficient control of language to express ideas with acceptable clarity. 

3. Has problems in language and sentence structure that result in a lack of clarity. 

2. Has serious problems in language and sentence structure that frequently interfere with meaning. 

1. Has severe problems in language and sentence structure that persistently interfere with meaning. 

They looked at students’ final papers and it was decided that a student fails the writing requirements if 

for more than half of the dimensions, their writing can be characterized by one of the three bottom 

sentences (i.e., negative). They found that about 50% of students failed by this standard. 

However, students graduate thinking that they are good writers because the grades they typically 

receive in writing courses are high. The incorrect perception of being of a good writer is also partly due 

to the limited feedback students typically receive in these courses, and limited amount of re-writes that 

they do. 

Prompted by this, they surveyed faculty members and asked them multiple questions related to if/how 

they use writing in their classes and if they do not, what is preventing them from using writing. They 
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found that there was little use of writing and that the predominant constraint mentioned was lack of 

time (for providing feedback on writing). This led to the question: 

 “Why do I (instructor) have to provide the feedback? Why can’t students do that?” 

The primary concern with having students provide feedback to each other on writing is that perhaps 

their feedback is not as good or as helpful as feedback that the instructor would provide. In a pilot study, 

they investigated this concern and found that it was unfounded because it turned out that whether the 

feedback students receive is from the instructor or multiple other students, the outcomes were mostly 

similar (e.g., in terms of how helpful the feedback is perceived by students and in terms of how much 

writing improved as a result of the feedback; note: the pilot study actually found that improvement in 

writing was negative in the case of single expert feedback, and lower than multiple peer feedback, but 

subsequent investigations typically show no differences). Several possibilities were discussed: 

 Feedback given by the instructor may not be at the appropriate level and can be difficult for 

students to interpret 

 Feedback given by students is written in language that other students can more readily 

understand 

 If a student receives the same comment from different reviewers, this can make it more likely 

for them to address that particular issue 

The first issue is even more likely to occur in the case of TAs who don’t have English as a first language 

(who typically teach laboratories which include formal lab report writing). 

In addition, the reliability of student ratings was found to be pretty good. The correlation coefficients 

between grades assigned by (multiple) students and grades assigned by an instructor are usually above 

0.6. While this reliability is not perfect, it is much better than what studies have found for scientific 

journals in terms of correlation between different reviewers (usually correlations are below 0.2, partly 

because of the low number of reviewers typically used. The Peerceptiv system uses six reviewers, a 

number based on correlation statistics). 

Basically, studies have shown that multiple peer reviews are just as good as one expert review. 

 

Implementation 

One common myth believed by many professors is that students don’t like writing. When students are 

asked which course they would prefer: 

 A course which includes only writing assessments 

 A course which includes a mixture of writing assessments and multiple choice tests 

 A course which includes only multiple choice tests 

Very few students select the last option. 



In a course which incorporates use of peer review, the biggest learning opportunity comes from giving 

other students feedback because in order to review someone else’s paper, a student must be able to 

identify what aspects were done well and what aspects were not, and when he/she need to do this for 

six papers, he/she can improve their understanding of what constitutes (and what does not constitute) 

good writing. 

 Written surveys with students in courses that use Peerceptiv reveal that students also agree 

that the biggest learning opportunity comes from giving feedback. 

Initially, students are concerned that they may not receive or be able to give sensible feedback, and that 

they may not be evaluated fairly. However, after peer-review of the first writing assignment, most 

students agree that they received and were able to dispense sensible feedback, and that they were 

evaluated fairly. 

One common student complaint is that, even though students agree that they got sensible feedback and 

were evaluated fairly, they feel like students don’t have the authority to assign each other grades. To 

bypass this issue, it can be worthwhile framing the writing task in a manner which focuses on student 

learning. Students agree that they learn more from giving other students feedback than from receiving 

it, and therefore, one can build on this productive belief by telling them that the purpose of giving the 

writing assignment is not the assignment in itself, but to give students the opportunity to give feedback 

to other students on their writing because this is what is responsible for improving writing proficiency. 

Furthermore, a lower weight can be given to how accurate students’ ratings were, and a higher weight 

can be given on how helpful students’ ratings were. 

This brings us to the questions of “How hard are students working giving feedback? What motivates 

them?” The answer is that students work pretty hard at providing feedback because they are held 

accountable for how accurate and how helpful their reviews were. 

 Accuracy is a measure of how well a student’s ratings correlate with other students’ ratings. If a 

student rates a paper significantly higher or lower than other students, the accuracy grade will 

be low. This motivates them to think carefully about how to rate the paper on the various 

dimensions set forth by the instructor. 

 Helpfulness is a measure of how helpful students perceive a reviewer comments to be. If on 

average, the helpfulness ratings a student reviewer gets from the students he reviewed are low, 

his/her helpfulness grade will be low. This motivates students to think carefully about what 

comments to provide to other students to help them improve their writing. 

In addition, students have reply to their reviewer’s comments and say whether they will fix the issues 

brought up or not and why. This motivates students to take into account the reviews they get from 

other students and improve subsequent drafts. 

Another concern is whether students at various levels benefit from reviews from students at 

lower/higher levels. For example, it is possible that a student with good writing skills will not benefit 

from being reviewed by students with low writing skills. A study investigated this by giving students a 



writing pre-test and assigning them into different pools: “good”, “average” and “poor” writers. They did 

not find differences arising from various combinations for students being reviewed/students giving 

reviews. For example, they found that there wasn’t much of a difference (both in terms of how helpful 

the reviews were rated to be and in terms of writing improvement) when poor writers reviewed good 

writers compared to when good writers reviewed other good writers. This finding is consistent with the 

finding from introductory physics that a C student gains just as much from collaborating with another C 

student as he gains from collaborating with an A student. 

Finally, they also found that course which use the Peerceptiv web-based peer-review system are more 

likely to have required revisions, which are opportunities for students to improve their writing style. 


