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10Abstract This study aims to investigate the effectiveness of a net-based peer review
11process for improving Chinese adult e-learners’ English writing ability. A class of 36
12students participated in this study, which lasted one school year of two semesters.
13Participants were divided into three groups according to their English writing abilities at the
14beginning of the study. They attended regular synchronous classes and took writing
15assignments home. The feature of this experiment is that their writings were submitted for
16peers’ reviews from another group. At the end of each semester, an online writing contest
17was organized and all the participants took part in order to examine learning outcomes. A
18survey at the end of the study was also conducted to obtain students’ perceptions of the
19process. The result of the study shows that all the participants obtained satisfactory results,
20but the students with lower writing ability made more progress than those with higher
21ability. The finding also indicates that students with higher writing ability tend to become
22discouraged if they are grouped with lower-ability students for too long.

23Keywords Distance education . Peer review . Teaching/learning strategies .

24Pedagogical issues
25

26Introduction Q1

27An important goal of teaching English as a foreign language (EFL) is to develop students’
28writing ability, one of the four skills in language learning, namely listening, speaking,
29reading and writing. In an e-learning environment, writing classes are often lecture-
30centered, that is to say, the teacher will spend nearly all the time (normally in an online
31synchronous class) lecturing about writing skills and evaluating some good or bad writings
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32and then students will be left on their own to do a writing assignment at home and turn in
33their products online within a specific period of time. But, scholars criticize this teaching
34method because there is too little exchange between students themselves and students may
35often feel isolated in learning. Isolation is indeed a common feeling among e-learners.
36Luckily with the development of the collaborative learning theory since the early 1980s,
37many e-learning institutions have begun to encourage students to form study groups to
38facilitate their learning. Many approaches have been done in this field including
39experimental studies (Suthers and Hundhausen 2003), case analysis (Yukawa 2006), and
40blended methods (Dwyer and Suthers 2006).
41The collaborative learning theory has exerted great influence on language teaching, in
42which the teaching of writing has been taken as an important experimental field. Many
43approaches have been developed to encourage students’ cooperation and interaction. For
44example, the Writing Group approach is often adopted to teach writing to undergraduate
45students. In this approach, students will work in small groups throughout the whole process
46of writing. They can formulate ideas together and exchange their written drafts and get
47feedback. The whole process can be very challenging, because every group member needs
48to be responsible not only for his or her own writing but also for others’ (Smith and
49MacGregor 1992). Another approach called the Writing Fellows was adopted by Tori
50Haring-Smith in teaching an undergraduate class. These writing fellows were excellent
51writers chosen from the students and they would be deployed to different classes and read
52and make comments on the papers of other students (ibid.).
53A common goal of these various approaches is to enable students to obtain feedback
54from each other and then revise and improve their writings based on the feedback.
55Although scholars have discussed both advantages and disadvantages of peer feedback (see
56Zamel 1982; Leki 1990; Mendonça and Johnson 1994; Amores 1997; Liu 1998), peer
57feedback is always deemed as an important and necessary source for learning besides
58instructor feedback (Villamil and de Guerrero 1998; Yang et al. 2006).
59Scholars also believe that peer cooperation and interaction can also facilitate students’
60writing abilities in an e-learning environment. For example, Warschauer (2002) argued that
61peer response could promote e-learners’ motivation and participation. Hewett (2000) and
62Tuzi (2004) claimed that peer responses could enable e-learners to revise writings by
63frequently using ideas from their peers.
64Teaching writing by encouraging cooperation and interaction among students is not a new
65idea in China, but this is still mainly done in traditional face-to-face classes. This study aims
66to examine the effect of peer cooperation and interaction on students’writing performances in
67China’s online education environment. This may shed some light on the practice.

68Literature review

69Peer collaboration

70Proponents of peer collaboration claim that students can learn more of a subject matter, no
71matter what it is, and retain it longer. Good learning is collaborative but not isolated (Chickering
72and Gamson 1987; Beckman 1990). Panitz (1997) has listed 67 benefits of collaborative
73learning, such as building one’s self-esteem and establishing peer relationships, etc.
74Debates still go on as to the composition of collaborative groups. More and more
75researchers support diversity in groups with the hope that stronger students can help weaker
76ones and will benefit from the experience of tutoring (Webb et al. 1998; Dembo and
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77McAuliffe 1987; Hooper and Hannafin 1998). They also found that high-ability students
78will perform equally well whether in heterogeneous groups or in homogeneous groups. But
79Mills and Durden (1992) suggested that gifted students might be hindered when they were
80grouped with weaker students. Radencich and Mckay (1995) also summarized that
81grouping students according to their ability did not usually benefit overall achievement and
82they advocated a flexible grouping idea by using a variety of grouping formats. Scholars
83also debated on the most effective size for groups. For example, Antil et al. (1997)
84concluded that most teachers who used cooperative learning would use pairs and small
85groups of three or four at least 57% of the time. Slavin (1987) also showed that groups with
86two or three members usually would do better than groups with four or more members.
87On the other hand, many researchers have pointed out disadvantages of collaborative
88learning. Salomon (1992) once said that despite the advantages attached to collaborative
89learning, teams frequently did not work as well as expected. Problems such as the “free
90rider” effect ( Q2Kerr and Brunn 1983) and “ganging up on the task” phenomenon (Salomon
91and Globerson 1987) often come up in collaborative learning.

92Peer review in writing teaching

93One form of peer collaboration in practicing writing is peer review. Peer review, sometimes
94named as peer assessment or peer editing, usually means that students check each other’s drafts
95and then provide feedback to each other. A more detailed definition of peer review is provided
96by Liu and Hansen (2002) who argued that the use of learners instead of a teacher as sources
97of information and interaction in commenting on each other’s drafts in the process of writing.
98Many scholars have stated that the usefulness and effectiveness of a peer review process in
99improving learners’ writing abilities. can make students more actively involved in the writing
100process instead of passively receiving information from the teacher (Mittan 1989) and that
101students can reflect on their own writings in light of their peers’ comments (Mendonça and
102Johnson 1994), enabling students to build up critical skills needed to analyze and revise their
103own writings (Leki 1990). Chaulk (1994) claimed that teachers’ feedback was often rather
104general, while responses from students could be more specific. He reported that his students
105could and did revise effectively based on comments from their peers. Villamil and de Guerrero
106(1998) in their investigation of peer revision on students’ final drafts found that peer feedback
107could develop students’ potential for effective revision. Tsui and Ng Q3(2000), through their work,
108claimed that peer comments could contribute positively to secondary L2 (second language)
109writers’ writing process. They pointed out that peer comments could make students more
110aware of their own strengths and weaknesses and encourage more cooperation among them.
111The peer review practice also finds its way in China’s EFL teaching environment. Q4Xu
112(2000) concluded from a questionnaire survey among 58 college students that most students
113held a positive attitude towards peer assessment. Zhang (2008) also claimed that peer
114feedback could be a necessary complement to teacher feedback in practicing writing.
115While the usefulness of peer review has been admitted in writing teaching, scholars have also
116pointed out some shortcomings and uncertainties of this practice. Zhang (1995) suggested that
117students participating in the peer review process might sometimes doubt the correctness and
118accuracy of the comments from peers, and they also tended to be overly critical of each other’s
119writings. Amores (1997) also indicated that some students might resent acting like a teacher
120and became uneasy in editing peers’ writings. Saito and Fujita (2004) suggested that friendship
121bias, reference bias, purpose bias, collusive bias and feedback bias might appear in some cases.
122Research has also shown that students favored teacher feedback rather than peer feedback.
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123Yang et al. (2006), after analyzing some textual and questionnaire data, concluded that
124although peer feedback could facilitate students’ writing practice, teacher feedback was more
125likely to be adopted by students to improve their writing. This conclusion is echoed by some
126other researchers like Qi (2004) and Yang et al. (2006). Some research indicates that students
127sometimes have negative reactions to peer response (Fei 2006).
128While the above research is all about the use of peer review in a face-to-face teaching
129environment, scholars also admit the feasibility of applying the practice in an e-learning
130environment. Research has been done to explore issues like the effectiveness of
131synchronous online peer responses and revisions (Hansen and Liu 2005). Online peer
132response is believed to promote student motivation, participation, and collaboration
133(Warschauer 2002), and facilitate students’ revisions of their writings (Tuzi 2004).

134The present study

135In research about face-to-face writing teaching, students usually knew who they were
136collaborating with. The familiarity might have led to some unwanted effects; for example,
137students might feel uneasy in commenting on their friends’ writings. In the Chinese culture,
138people tend to avoid finding fault with each other so as to save face. So what if peer review
139activities are blind?
140In the above mentioned online writing teaching research, the peer review activities usually
141were carried out synchronously, that is to say, students needed to meet online at the same time.
142But as e-learners in China are mostly full-time job holders, this time requirement may be
143unsuitable. Recently many e-learning institutions in mainland China have begun to advocate
144asynchronous learning in teaching their students. Synchronous communication between students
145and between students and their instructors has become less and less. This change may imply that
146we should make more efforts to facilitate asynchronous collaboration among students.
147The investigation presented in this study aimed to test the feasibility and effectiveness of
148applying the peer review practice to the teaching of English writing in an e-learning
149environment. The peer review activities described here are blind and asynchronous in
150nature. Participants were divided into different groups and would practice their English
151writing through a peer review process, which is a form of collaborative learning.
152The researcher expected that all the participants would improve their English writing
153abilities after this two-semester-long experiment. Participants’ perceptions of the collabo-
154rative experience were also obtained. Therefore, a survey was conducted at the end of the
155investigation to address the following questions:

156(1) Did all the participants improve their English writing, and which group improved most?
157(2) What did they benefit most from the peer review process?
158(3) Is it necessary for the instructor to provide guidance or consulting in the peer review
159process?

160

161Method

162Participants

163A class of 36 students majoring in Telecommunications Engineering from the School of
164Network Education at Beijing University of Posts and Telecommunications participated in
165the study. Consent was obtained from the school and all the participants. They took part in
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166an online English writing quiz at the beginning of the study (this quiz, the home
167assignments for students to do in the study and the two writing contests at the end of the
168two semesters had the same requirements and were marked by the same course instructor
169according to the same set of rules, which are shown in Appendix A), and they were divided
170into three groups based on their scores (see Table 1).
171Group Awas designated as the upper level; Group B, the intermediate level, and Group C,
172the lower level. Group A consisted of 8 students; Group B, 11; and Group C, 17. As some
173research has indicated that grouping students according to ability may make low-achievers
174feel upset and communicate self-fulfilling low expectations (Slavin 1987; Hooper and
175Hannafin 1998), the instructor did not tell the students about which group they belonged to
176with the hope to avoid this unwanted effect. They had the same instructor and they used the
177same materials. Students’ email addresses were collected for use in the study.
178The scores were then processed for a descriptive analysis with the use of SPSS. From
179Table 2, we can see the standard deviations of Group A and B are small but that of Group C
180is rather large. This shows that the students of Group C were very different in their writing
181abilities. The mean differences among the three groups are large, too and this shows that the
182three groups were very different in their overall writing abilities.

183Descriptive analysis of the quiz scores

184The quiz scores were put to a nonparametric test to see whether the differences were
185statistically significant. Table 3 shows that there were statistically significant differences
186among the three groups.

187Procedure

188There would be one synchronous learning class every other week in the two semesters
189(about 8 months). Each class lasted about 3 h with two intervals. The classes were recorded
190simultaneously by a web tool named Webex (http://www.webex.com.cn) and uploaded to
191the online forum of the course. All the students were required to take part in the classes or
192watch the recordings; otherwise they would not even know what topic they should write on.
193Since the number of students was very large and online synchronous discussions among
194students were hard to control, the classes were lecture-centered with occasional discussions
195between students and the instructor. In the first synchronous class, the instructor explained
196to the students about the workflow of the peer review process (but not tell them about
197which group they belonged to or would work with), but there would be no requirements
198about how to comment on a peer’s writings, that is to say, the students were left on their
199own to make judgments on each other’s writings. In each synchronous class, the students
200were assigned a writing homework (so in sum, the students would do 16 home writing
201assignments) and were required to submit their writings through e-mail to the instructor in

t1.1 Table 1 Grouping based on students’ writing scores

t1.2 Group total number of students range of scores mean of scores

t1.3 A 8 score>75 78

t1.4 B 11 60<score≤75 64

t1.5 C 17 score≤60 43

Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning
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203certain topic. The instructor would examine the writings first to check their originality. If he
204detected any plagiarism in one’s paper, the student would be excluded from the study. If
205not, the instructor sent the student’s writing to one peer in another group for peer reviewing
206(Phase two). The peer review process was conducted rotationally; for example, this time it
207was Group A working with Group B, but the next time it was Group A with Group C, and
208so on. Students in Group B and C also underwent the same process. Students completed the
209review process in 2 days and sent the commented writings to the instructor again (Phase
210three). This requirement was to ensure that the peer review process was a blind one so that
211the side effects mentioned in 2.2 and 3 would not appear.. The instructor then sent the
212commented writings to their original writers (Phase four). Figure 1 shows the workflow of
213the peer review process. The dotted line connecting the instructor and Student C means
214Student C was not in the present round, but in the next.
215As can be seen from the description above, each time the student interacted indirectly
216through the instructor with a peer from a different group. This indirect interaction like direct
217interaction could also enable them to know each other’s writing abilities and each other’s
218opinions on their own writings. This design was to ensure the student to have access to
219writings of different levels, as some researchers have shown that students will perform
220better when working in heterogeneous groups (Slavin 1987; Hooper and Hannafin 1998).
221During the whole peer review process, the instructor mainly acted as a messenger for the
222peers, but in the online synchronous class following each assignment, the instructor spent
223some time summarizing students’ performance in their writings and pointing out problems
224in the review process. These advices and suggestions were to help improve students’
225performance in the next peer review round. So the instructor also played the role of
226facilitator or supervisor in the study.
227An online writing contest was organized to evaluate their learning outcomes at the end
228of each semester. The contests were actually quizzes like the one at the beginning of the

t3.1 Table 3 Kruskal-Wallis Test Statisticsa,b of the quiz

t3.2 Group N Mean Rank Chi-Square df Asymp. Sig.

t3.3 quiz Group A 8 32.50

t3.4 Group B 11 23.00

t3.5 Group C 17 9.00

t3.6 Total 36 30.021 2 .000

a Kruskal Wallis Test
b Grouping Variable: group

t2.1 Table 2 Descriptive analysis of the quiz scores

t2.2 group Number Mean Minimum Maximum Std. Deviation

t2.3 Group A 8 78.0000 76.00 81.00 2.13809

t2.4 Group B 11 64.0000 61.00 72.00 3.25576

t2.5 Group C 17 43.0000 28.00 57.00 7.81825

t2.6 Total 36 57.1944 28.00 81.00 15.59637
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229study but were given the name “contest” to make them appear more formal and conclusive.
230All students were required to take part in the contests, and if not they would be excluded
231from the study. The contests had the same requirements as the home assignments. This was
232to make students’ improvement in writing easily detected. Students submitted their writings
233for the contests through e-mail to the teacher in 2 days. An e-mail survey was conducted at
234the end of the second semester to investigate participants’ perceptions of the peer review
235process (see Appendix B).

236Results and discussion

237The peer review process required every reviewer to be responsible for others’ writings.
238They might point out the vocabulary or structural errors of their peers’ works, and they
239could also see others’ comments on their own writings. But the collaboration between them
240employed a new form in the experiment. Traditional forms of collaboration include peer
241teaching, peer learning, study groups and so on, which were classified by Davis (1993) into
242three general types: informal learning groups, formal learning groups, and study teams.
243Whatever the name is, most of them tend to focus on collaboration between students
244themselves. The collaboration described in this study was via the instructor, who served as a
245messenger and supervisor. The teacher’s participation as described in the above section might
246have reinforced students’ collaboration and made the whole process proceed in the right
247direction. Another feature of the collaboration is that the students did not have a stable
248collaborative relationship. They might have a different partner to work with each time. This
249changing nature of collaboration was interesting and challenging to them. What’s more, they
250did not know the names of their partners, so their collaborative relationship was a blind one.
251After the first contest at the end of the first semester, students’ scores were processed for
252a descriptive analysis and a nonparametric test (see Tables 4 and 5).
253Compared with Table 2, Table 4 shows that the means for the three groups had
254increased, which implies that the overall writing abilities of all the groups had improved.
255While the standard deviations of Group A and C remained almost unchanged, that of Group
256B became very large. This change indicates that the differences within Group B were more
257dispersed than before. The nonparametric test shows that the differences among the three
258groups were still significant.

Q5Fig. 1

Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning
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260groups, but Group B improved more greatly. Students from Group C also improved but not
261that much. Five students from Group B met the standard of Group A and two students from
262Group C reached the requirement for Group B. Table 6 and Fig. 2 shows the results.
263After the second contest at the end of the second semester, results changed. Students from
264Group C improved most. Group B still progressed but not as much as in the first semester.
265Students in Group A, on the other hand, improved less than the other two groups throughout
266the two semesters, although they were still the best writers among the groups. Eight students
267from Group C now met the standard of Group B as is shown in Table 7 and Fig. 3.
268The scores were also processed for a descriptive analysis and a nonparametric test.
269Table 8 shows that the means of the three groups increased again, with that of Group C
270significantly increased 61��46 ¼ 15ð Þ. The standard deviations of Group B and C were
271still very large, which implies that the students in these two groups were still very uneven in
272their writing abilities. The nonparametric test shows that the differences among the three
273groups were significant (Table Q69).
274From the above data analysis, we can see that all the three groups made some progress.
275This finding confirms the common idea that collaborative learning can be very rewarding
276(Beckman 1990; Q7Chickering and Gamson 1987; Johnson et al. 1991; Panitz 1997), and peer
277review is effective in teaching writing (Villamil and de Guerrero 1998; Zhang 2008; Q8Tsui
278and Ng 2000; Q9Xu 2000). On the other hand, the study also shows that students with lower
279abilities made greater progress than those with higher abilities. This finding is consistent
280with observations that although high-ability students can perform equally well in various
281groups (Webb et al. 1998; Dembo and McAuliffe 1987; Hooper and Hannafin 1998;
282Lundstrom and Baker 2009), they may be held up when grouped with weaker students
283(Mills and Durden 1992). Among the three groups, Group C was the weakest, but when
284they worked with Group A and B, they made the greatest progress in the long run. This
285finding also confirms the idea that for those less mature EFL writers, peer comments lead to

t5.1 Table 5 Kruskal-Wallis test statisticsa,b of contest 1

t5.2 Group N Mean Rank Chi-Square df Asymp. Sig.

t5.3 quiz Group A 8 31.94

t5.4 Group B 11 23.18

t5.5 Group C 17 9.15

t5.6 Total 36 28.698 2 .000

a Kruskal Wallis Test
b Grouping Variable: group

t4.1 Table 4 Descriptive analysis of contest 1

t4.2 group Number Mean Minimum Maximum Std. Deviation

t4.3 Group A 8 80.0000 77.00 84.00 2.56348

t4.4 Group B 11 69.0000 61.00 78.00 7.52330

t4.5 Group C 17 46.0000 31.00 62.00 8.41873

t4.6 Total 36 60.5833 31.00 84.00 16.17472

Z. Ge
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F 286positive results (Tsui and Ng 2000). On the other hand, Group Awas the strongest but their

287writing abilities did not seem to improve much. Some students in Group A stated in the
288survey that comments from others provided little help for them, so they did not make any
289revisions of their original writings. Table 10 also shows that no one in Group A revised
290their writings. As practice makes perfect, this attitude might have hindered their
291improvement in writing.
292All the participants responded to the survey conducted at the end of the second semester.
293They all held a positive attitude towards the peer review experience. But when asked if it
294was necessary to prolong the experiment, both Group B and C said “Yes”, while only three
295from Group A thought so. The other five participants from Group A stated in their answers
296to the open question in the survey (see examples in Q10Appendix C) that they put too much
297effort in the peer review process but received too little, and they felt that they had been
298taken advantage of by the school. This implies that these students could resent the peer
299review process if they were always helping out students, but not getting much help back.
300This finding indicates that the participants with lower writing abilities were better motivated

Fig. 2

t6.1 Table 6 Overview of contest 1

t6.2 Group total number of students range of scores mean of scores

t6.3 A 8 score>75 80

t6.4 B 11 60<score≤75 (6 students) 69

t6.5 score>75 (5 students)

t6.6 C 17 score≤60 (15 students) 46

t6.7 60<score≤75 (2 students)

Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning
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F 301and those with higher abilities might have high interest in the beginning but tend to be

302under-motivated and even bored if they continued working with those with lower abilities.
303This finding is consistent with that of Mills and Durden (1992). Flexible grouping may be
304more suitable for them in the long run (Radencich and Mckay 1995). Besides, some
305students from Group A and B thought some comments from their peers were not right or
306reasonable (see Appendix C), and this finding echoes conclusions from some other scholars
307(Nelson and Murphy 1992; Zhang 1995).
308All groups thought they still needed synchronous classes. In their mind, synchronous
309learning could provide them with basic writing skills from the instructor and they thought
310this was essential for their study. They stated that they seemed unable to concentrate on the
311learning process without this. This finding is consistent with previous observations that
312asynchronous and synchronous e-learning can complement each other and the combination
313of these two types of e-learning supports several ways for learners and teachers to exchange
314information, collaborate on work, and get to know each other (Haythornthwaite and
315Kazmer 2002). As indicated by some scholars, asynchronous learning can provide students

Fig. 3

t7.1 Table 7 Overview of contest 2

t7.2 Group total number of students range of scores mean of scores

t7.3 A 8 score>75 82

t7.4 B 11 60<score≤75 (6 students) 71

t7.5 score>75 (5 students)

t7.6 C 17 score≤60 (9 students) 61

t7.7 60<score≤75 (8 students)

Z. Ge
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F 316with more autonomy, allow students to be free from the constraints of time and space

317(Kruse 2004), and thus improve one’s personal ability in self-study (Robert and Dennis
3182005), while synchronous learning is essential to SLA (second language acquisition) ( Q11Lee
3192002), and it can duplicate some elements of the traditional face-to-face classes, enable
320students to receive immediate feedback from other learners and the teacher (Keegan et al.
3212005), and thus involve more interaction between teachers and students or among students
322(Pfister 2005). In the case of this study, although students did not know who they were
323collaborating with, they still got to know each other’s opinions on their writing.
324All the students thought it was very interesting and challenging to comment on others’
325writings. Students in Group A stated that they enjoyed finding errors and mistakes in
326others’ compositions, especially those badly written, and they did not hesitate in
327commenting on these mistakes. They often felt proud that their own writings were better
328than those they commented on. Students in Group C said that they were very cautious in the
329peer review process. They thought that could tell that they were being critiqued by someone
330who knew more than they did and could articulate it better in English, and so were afraid to
331make any wrong comment on others’ work. They would often use dictionaries or resources
332on the Internet to help themselves. They thought they might have benefited much from this
333“cautiousness”. On the other hand, they often felt inferior in the writing ability to their peers
334from other groups. Four of them stated in the survey that they had become less confident in
335English writing and five others said they were determined to catch up with those high-
336ability students. This implies that the heterogeneous grouping may have different impacts
337on low-ability students: Some may be encouraged while others may be discouraged.
338Students in Group B often had mixed feelings. They did not necessarily know the group
339structure of the experiment, but they could tell when their paper was being critiqued by a
340student whose English was better or worse than theirs, so they would feel superior when
341reviewing writings worse than theirs but inferior when reading works better than theirs.
342Anyway, they knew they were still not so good at writing, so they would not stop

t9.1 Table 9 Kruskal-Wallis test statisticsa,b of contest 2

t9.2 Group N Mean Rank Chi-Square df Asymp. Sig.

t9.3 quiz Group A 8 31.38

t9.4 Group B 11 20.86

t9.5 Group C 17 10.91

t9.6 Total 36 21.366 2 .000

a Kruskal Wallis Test
b Grouping Variable: group

t8.1 Table 8 Descriptive analysis of contest 2

t8.2 group Number Mean Minimum Maximum Std. Deviation

t8.3 Group A 8 82.0000 76.00 87.00 3.46410

t8.4 Group B 11 71.0000 62.00 82.00 7.65506

t8.5 Group C 17 61.0000 40.00 75.00 9.08295

t8.6 Total 36 68.7222 40.00 87.00 11.30262

Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning

JrnlID 11412_ArtID 9103_Proof# 1 - 14/12/2010



EDITOR'S PROOF

U
N
C
O
R
R
EC
TE
D
PR
O
O
F

t10.1 Table 10 Calculation of students’ responses to the email survey

t10.2 Please read the following statements and check the boxes next to the answers which you think are most
appropriate to you.

t10.3 1. I enjoy reviewing others’ writings.

t10.4 Strongly Agree ☑ Agree ☑ Slightly Agree □ Disagree □ Strongly Disagree □
t10.5 Group A (3) Group A (5)

t10.6 Group B (all)

t10.7 Group C (all)

t10.8 2. The synchronous classes are still necessary.

t10.9 Strongly Agree ☑ Agree ☑ Slightly Agree □ Disagree □ Strongly Disagree □
t10.10 Group A (3) Group A (5)

t10.11 Group B (8) Group B (3)

t10.12 Group C (all)

t10.13 3. I think it is interesting and challenging to review my classmates’ writings.

t10.14 Strongly Agree ☑ Agree □ Slightly Agree □ Disagree □ Strongly Disagree □
t10.15 Group A (all)

t10.16 Group B (all)

t10.17 Group C (all)

t10.18 4. I will primarily focus on the grammatical mistakes when reviewing others’ works.

t10.19 Strongly Agree ☑ Agree ☑ Slightly Agree ☑ Disagree □ Strongly Disagree □
t10.20 Group A (4) Group A (2) Group A (2)

t10.21 Group B (7) Group B (4)

t10.22 Group C (all)

t10.23 5. I will rewrite on the topic after obtaining others’ comments on the previous writing.

t10.24 Yes ☑ No ☑

t10.25 Group B (5) Group B (6)

t10.26 Group C (13) Group C (4)

t10.27 Group A (8)

t10.28 6. I need more online contests.

t10.29 Strongly Agree ☑ Agree □ Slightly Agree ☑ Disagree ☑ Strongly Disagree □
t10.30 Group A (all) Group B (2) Group B (9)

t10.31 Group C (2) Group C (15)

t10.32 7. I think it is necessary for the teacher to provide his comment on my writings.

t10.33 Strongly Agree ☑ Agree □ Slightly Agree □ Disagree □ Strongly Disagree □
t10.34 Group A (all)

t10.35 Group B (all)

t10.36 Group C (all)

t10.37 8. I would like to continue with the peer review process next year.

t10.38 Strongly Agree ☑ Agree □ Slightly Agree □ Disagree ☑ Strongly Disagree □
t10.39 Group A (3) Group A (5)

t10.40 Group B (all)

t10.41 Group C (all)

t10.42 State your perceptions of the peer review process.(An open question)

t10.43 (some students’ answers are provided in Appendix C)
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343practicing. In other words, all the groups were willing to assume responsibility. This finding
344confirms Johnson and Johnson’s (2004) belief that individual accountability is one of the
345five basic elements needed for effective group collaboration. Some scholars even claim
346individual accountability to be the most critical factor in collaborative learning, and a lack
347of it can impede collaboration (An et al. 2008). The positive attitude of the students towards
348peer review is also consistent with previous research findings that most students will favor
349the peer review practice in writing and peer cooperation is a good complement to teachers’
350instruction (Xu 2000; Yang et al. 2006).
351Interestingly, all the participants focused their attention on grammatical mistakes in
352others’ writings, with students in Group A occasionally commenting on others’ wording or
353textual organization. This phenomenon was also found in some other research (see Zhang
3542008). The reason may be that most adult e-learners in China are poor in English and that
355most tests for e-learners of non-English majors in China still focus on students’
356grammatical and vocabulary abilities. This special focus on grammar and vocabulary
357might account for the most prominent progress in Group B and C. They could use more
358grammatical structures and more varied vocabularies in writing. For example, they would
359sometimes use “affection” instead of “love”.
360When asked whether they rewrote on the topics after obtaining others’ comments, 13
361Students in Group C said they rewrote on all or some of the topics, and five students in
362Group B did so, but none in Group A. This shows that most low-ability students had made
363good use of peer feedback, but most of those with intermediate or high writing abilities did
364not. Students in Group A stated that their writings were almost always commented
365favorably by others, so they thought they need to rewrite.
366All the participants stated that although they appreciated the comments from their peers,
367they still wanted to know the teacher’s opinions. They thought comments from the teacher
368would be more appropriate. In other words, theses students still believed in the authority of
369their teacher (Tsui and Ng 2000; Lee 2004; Lee 2008), and the teacher’s feedback, if there
370was any, was more likely to be adopted (Qi 2004; Yang et al. 2006; Zhang 2008; Zhao
3712010). From another perspective, this may mean that students sometimes lack trust in peer
372feedback (Zhang 1995). This finding echoes the idea that the teacher needs to act as both a
373facilitator and authority in the classroom (O’Dwyer 2006).
374As to the online writing contests, all the students in Group A requested more, but only a
375few from Group B and C held the same idea. This may lies in the fact that the students in
376Group A had more confidence in their writing ability and they wanted opportunities to
377show that they were better than others.

378Conclusion

379Online collaborative learning has long been advocated by educators. But they often debate
380on the specific formats to be taken. In the teaching of writing to undergraduate students,
381many approaches have been developed, such as those mentioned in the Introduction. As
382more and more e-learning institutions in China are reducing synchronous classes and most
383synchronous classes are still lecture-centered, there is a special need to find ways to involve
384all the students in the learning process. The approach in this study was to improve students’
385English writing skills through a peer review process. The result showed that most
386participants accepted this approach and received satisfactory results. Students with higher
387writing abilities enjoyed the process of commenting on others’ works, and they built up
388more confidence in learning. Those with lower abilities might have lost confidence in the
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389process, but they made the greatest progress and they were the most prominent
390beneficiaries. As to the few who were not satisfied with the process, special care might
391be given to them. Maybe they needed more challenging tasks to facilitate their learning.
392This is not so difficult to realize. In any case, e-learners need to experience learning
393successes that can build their competence, control and worth (Cheng and Lin 2010).
394On the other hand, there are some limitations of this study that need to be recognized..
395First, the sample size of this study is relatively small. The small sample size may not
396represent the overall situations of adult e-learners in China. Second, it is indicated that the
397peer review form in this study was more to the advantage of the students with low or
398intermediate writing abilities, so there was a kind of unfairness for those high-ability
399students. Are there more appropriate forms of peer review that can facilitate all the
400participants? Third, the survey indicated that all the students called for the instructor’s
401feedback, but due to various considerations the instructor actually did not give one-to-one
402feedback in the study. So what results will come up if there is some teacher feedback? All
403these questions are worthy of consideration and call for further exploration.

404Appendix A: Rules for grading writings

4051. The full mark of a writing is 100 points.
4062. Writings unrelated to the given topic means 100 points to be deducted.
4073. Word count fewer than 150 means 40 points to be deducted.
4084. Any mistake in grammar or vocabulary means 5 points to be deducted.
4095. Wrong use of transitional words means 5 points to be deducted.
4106. Wrong use of punctuation marks means 2 points to be deducted.
4117. Illegibility means 1-3 points to be deducted.

412Appendix B: Email survey

413Please read the following statements and check the boxes next to the answers which you
414think are most appropriate to you.

4151. I enjoy reviewing others’ writings.

416Strongly Agree □ Agree □ Slightly Agree □ disagree □ Strongly Disagree □

4172. The synchronous classes are still necessary.

418Strongly Agree □ Agree □ Slightly Agree □ disagree □ Strongly Disagree □

4193. I think it is interesting and challenging to review my classmates’ writings.

420Strongly Agree □ Agree □ Slightly Agree □ disagree □ Strongly Disagree □

4214. I will primarily focus on the grammatical mistakes when reviewing others’ works.

422Strongly Agree □ Agree □ Slightly Agree □ disagree □ Strongly Disagree □

4235. I will rewrite on the topic after obtaining others’ comments on the previous writing.

424Strongly Agree □ Agree □ Slightly Agree □ disagree □ Strongly Disagree □
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4256. I need more online contests.

426Strongly Agree □ Agree □ Slightly Agree □ disagree □ Strongly Disagree □

4277. I think it is necessary for the teacher to provide his comment on my writings.

428Strongly Agree □ Agree □ Slightly Agree □ disagree □ Strongly Disagree □

4298. I would like to continue with the peer review process next year.

430Strongly Agree □ Agree □ Slightly Agree □ disagree □ Strongly Disagree □

4319. State your perceptions of the peer review process.

432

433Appendix C: Some students’ answers to question 9 in the email survey

4341. Student 1 (Group A) (translated from Chinese): I felt quite excited to acquire the teacher’s
435role at first, but felt bored as time went on. There were so many mistakes and errors I
436needed to point out in others’ compositions. I had little time to check my own work.
437Besides, I found that some comments on my work were not right. This greatly upset me.
4382. Student 2 (Group A) (translated from Chinese): The editing work was interesting at the
439beginning, but I found it quite boring later. I found others’ comments on my writings
440were always so few and could hardly do me any good. In my mind, I think I need to
441collaborate with more competent and responsible peers. So I will say that I do not like
442the peer review experience. I paid too much but got too little.
4433. Student 3 (Group B) (translated from Chinese): I like the experience. I got a lot of help
444from it, and I want to continue. By the way, I know the teacher is very busy, but can he
445provide his comments on my writings or perhaps can he comment more on our writings
446in the synchronous classes?
4474. Student 4 (Group B) (translated from Chinese): I have really learnt a lot from the peer
448review process. I like to see others’ comments on my compositions, especially those
449from my classmates. One last thing, I found some comments are not so reasonable. Is it
450possible that I misunderstood their ideas?
4515. Student 5 (Group C) (translated from Chinese): At the end of this semester, I feel that my
452writing abilities have been greatly improved. Thanks to the help frommy classmates. But
453I think I still fall behind others. Maybe I need more such experiences. As you know my
454English is poor, so I often felt it was very difficult for me to comment on others’writings.
455But I still tried hard to accomplish the task. I would use dictionaries or surf the Internet.
456Anyway, I was kept busy in the process. Maybe this is worthwhile.
4576. Student 6 (Group C) (translated from Chinese): I like to hear others’ ideas about my
458writings. I think these ideas are quite useful and helpful for me to revise my
459compositions. I’d like hear the teacher’s opinions, too? Can he provide his? In addition,
460I think I need the synchronous classes, because I often feel quite uncertain and helpless
461when I study asynchronously. Sometimes, I don’t know what to do and where to begin in
462my learning. Asynchronous study gives me time, space and great autonomy, but as my
463English is poor I still need direct instructions from the teacher in synchronous classes.
4647. Student 7 (Group C) (translated from Chinese): I have only one feeling that my English
465is so poor. Sometimes I felt quite upset. Why others’ writings are so good? Do you
466think I can catch up with those high-achievers, my dear teacher? Anyway, I will give it
467a last try next semester.
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