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1

I N T R O D U C T I O N

When I Hear Peer Review, I Think . . .

that it is necessary and ultimately helpful but also nothing fills me with more dread. 

—Student

W  e have asked numerous students and faculty to complete this 
phrase: “When I hear peer review, I think . . . .” While some 
respond with an appreciation of the benefits of peer review, many 

respond with anxiety and skepticism. Student-led peer review is a powerful 
tool for learning. It helps students master academic content, improve the 
quality of their work, and develop self-evaluative, interpersonal, and practi-
cal workplace skills. However, peer review is not always easy. For students 
to receive the benefits of peer review, faculty need to design and implement 
effective peer feedback processes. Without intentional peer review pedagogy, 
peer review sessions often yield shallow, unhelpful feedback, frustrating both 
students and faculty.

Our path to writing this book began because of our own frustrations 
as faculty members facilitating peer feedback sessions in courses of different 
disciplines and modalities. At a coffee break during a university professional 
development day, several of us began exchanging stories of challenges we 
encountered with peer feedback in our classrooms. We noticed our students 
often overlooked substantive issues in each other’s work, either because they 
only complimented each other or spent time fixing small details. In other 
classes, students responded to peer review sessions with audible complaints 
or eye rolls, only to rush through the process by giving one another general 
comments about work being good or bad. We were especially troubled by the 
students who were disengaged and resistant to participating in peer review 
at all. This conversation prompted one faculty member to share that she had 
never used peer review in her courses because of her own negative experiences 
as a student. It seemed clear that many of our students did not recognize or 
appreciate the deep learning that results from giving and receiving peer feed-
back. We wanted to understand why this was, and we wanted to learn how 
to change students’ perspectives on the value of peer review. 
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2  INTRODUCTION

That day, we decided to launch a study investigating peer review 
 pedagogy with the aim of raising the quality of peer feedback in our online 
and face-to face courses. This book is a practical guide to effective student-
led peer review in the college classroom, based on evidence from our own 
cross-disciplinary research study, the findings of other scholars, and our expe-
riences as faculty in multiple disciplines.

What Is Student-Led Peer Review?

In academic scholarship, the term peer review describes a process of 
 submission and review of scholarship by other academics. We are not 
referring to professional peer review in this book, although student-led 
peer review builds many of the same skills required by that professional 
 process. Some disciplines use the terms “peer critique” or “workshopping” 
to describe student-led feedback processes. For example, in art and design 
studios and classrooms, critiques (or crits) refer to times when artists and 
designers talk about the work they are making and receive feedback on 
that work. Instructors, experts, or peers may provide feedback depending 
on the type of critique (Shimshoni, 2021). In creative writing classrooms, 
the term workshop is used to describe a similar process in which students 
present drafts of their writing for constructive feedback from peers and 
instructors. Although we use the term peer review in this book, we encour-
age educators to use the discipline-specific terms customary in their culture 
of feedback—as some of the authors of this book still do. Understanding 
the deep value and practical benefits of a student-driven feedback process is 
more important than terminology.

Student-led peer review is a cognitively complex process that in and of 
itself produces deep learning and teaches students distinct, valuable skills. 
It is not a one-off activity to be thrown into a class as busy work, nor is 
it an add-on to the “real learning” in a course. Exchanging constructive 
feedback with peers and using that feedback to improve and grow requires 
cognitive, social, and affective capabilities that scholars refer to as feedback 
literacy (Carless & Boud, 2018; Dawson et al., 2020). Multiple scholars 

We define peer review as a student-led process during which learners 
provide and receive constructive feedback, reflect on that feedback, and 
revise their work in response to the feedback. This growth-oriented pro-
cess improves students’ work and understanding of academic concepts 
and develops their self-evaluative, collaborative, and practical work-
place skills.
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INTRODUCTION  3

consider feedback literacy to be a core competency because it is needed to be 
 successful at university (Molloy et al., 2020), in the workplace (Noble et al., 
2020), and to pursue lifelong learning (Carless & Boud, 2018; Dawson 
et al., 2020). Like English language literacy or mathematical literacy, stu-
dents must learn, practice, and become proficient in feedback skills to 
achieve feedback literacy.

Student-led peer review is formative feedback, not summative. The aim 
is for students to support one another as they identify areas for growth and 
improvement—not to criticize, grade, or pass judgment on work as good 
or bad. Carol Dweck’s research on growth mindset is fundamental to our 
conceptualization of peer review as a tool for improvement. A growth mindset 
is a core belief that through strategy and effort, a person can expand one’s 
abilities, skills, and knowledge. Those with a growth mindset do not perceive 
their intelligence as fixed, that they are simply smart or not smart, or “good 
at” something or “not good at” something. Rather they believe that their 
intelligence and abilities can always grow and develop (Dweck, 2007). For 
someone with a growth mindset, the process of making mistakes and work-
ing through them is not seen as negative judgment, but as a positive and 
necessary step in the learning process. For students to engage meaningfully in 
peer review, they need to believe that their skills will develop as they practice, 
try new strategies, receive feedback, and revise.

Peer review is most effective as a two-way dialogue among students, 
not a one-way delivery of comments from one student to another. An effec-
tive peer feedback process provides opportunities for a creator to interact 
 synchronously or asynchronously with their reviewers. By analyzing, ques-
tioning, and discussing feedback, students construct their own meaning 
from feedback (Nicol et al., 2014). During this dialogue, students are doing 
more than just talking with one another: They are thinking together, cocre-
ating ideas together (Yang & Carless, 2013). When students work in small 
groups instead of pairs, it enhances this collaborative dialogue by increasing 
the diversity of perspectives on the work being reviewed.

Finally, peer review can be used across disciplines and modalities and 
applied to any kind of work products: labs, performances, designs, films, 
lesson plans, and more. It is not just a practice applicable to writing. Each 
author of this book has different disciplinary expertise and teaches courses 
with different kinds of content, assignments, and face-to-face, hybrid, online 
synchronous, and online asynchronous modalities.

 Summer Clark is a specialist in teaching literacy and fostering educa-
tional equity. She teaches undergraduate and graduate education courses 
in which students provide feedback on one another’s lesson plans and 
other projects. 
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4  INTRODUCTION

 Liv Cummins is a musical theater dramatist. She teaches undergraduate 
courses in creative writing, literature, and English composition and her 
students provide feedback on both creative written work and analytic 
essays. 

 Kimberly A. Lowe is a historian specializing in 20th-century European 
and international history. She teaches undergraduate courses in history 
and in the First-Year Seminar program in which students provide 
feedback on both oral speeches and analytic essays. 

 Lisa Spitz is a user experience designer with experience teaching under-
graduate courses in interactive design. Her students provide feedback 
on design sketches, wireframes, prototypes, and other projects related to 
researching and designing complex customer experiences.

 Bill Porter is a visual artist and a learning technology designer. He teaches 
undergraduate courses in visual art and animation in which students 
provide feedback on films and images.

Why Should I Use Peer Review in My Classroom?

Student-led peer review is a high-impact pedagogy that targets many high-
level, transferable skills and prepares students for lifelong learning. Peer 
review helps students learn course content, become more independent 
learners, and develops their abilities to evaluate work, communicate effec-
tively across differences, and understand multiple perspectives. One simple 
process can improve multiple skills critical to success in the 21st century, 
making it an efficient and worthwhile use of valuable class time. Peer review 
pedagogy also connects to broader learning outcomes, such as teamwork, 
perspective-taking, self-reflection, critical thinking, and diversity and 
inclusion.

Contrary to the perception of many students and faculty, peer feedback 
may be more effective than instructor feedback, and students learn more 
from providing feedback than receiving it. Research suggests that compared 
to instructor feedback, peer feedback leads to more growth in students’ self-
evaluative and self-regulatory abilities. This is because students are actively 
engaged in generating, evaluating, and applying peer feedback, while they 
often passively receive and spend less time processing instructor feedback. 
Students learn through peer review by engaging in the process. The learn-
ing benefits do not depend on the reviewer’s expertise. Peer review benefits 
learners of all skill levels, whether paired with students of equal, lower, or 
higher ability.
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INTRODUCTION  5

At first, I felt [peer review] would not be helpful, as I felt my peers are at the same 
skill set as me in regard to learning how to write . . . . Now I feel peer critique is an 
opportunity to gain insight into my [work] that I never would have seen otherwise. 

—Student

Peer review promotes deeper engagement with course content and improves 
students metacognitive, self-regulatory, and evaluative skills, resulting in last-
ing improvement in their ability to improve their own work. During peer 
review, students share in-progress work, exchange feedback in pairs or small 
groups, evaluate the feedback they received, and decide how to revise their 
work in response to the feedback. To provide constructive feedback to each 
other, students compare work to course concepts and assignment criteria, 
increasing their knowledge of course material. As students identify areas for 
improvement in their peers’ work, their ability to evaluate their own work 
also improves. 

I now apply my feedback on others’ [work] to my OWN work, as well. Before [practicing 
peer review], I thought of my work and my peers’ work as completely separate entities. 

Now, I see that there are always things to learn from other people’s works and what they 
need to improve on. A lot of times, it applies to my work as well. 

—Student

Peer review exposes students to multiple perspectives on their work and 
develops their ability to interact constructively with different viewpoints. It 
allows students to practice communicating their intentions and critiques in 
a manner that fosters growth, avoids personal bias, and respects cultural dif-
ferences. These interactions not only promote collaboration, but also require 
students to practice assertiveness and self-regulation of emotional responses 
to criticism. These skills are often not taught in the classroom but are key 
components of producing resilient young adults prepared for the workplace. 

In almost any job or situation, you will be working with someone and 
sometimes your opinions may not align. In these situations, you must be able 

to point to the exact problem instead of saying it is just “not good.” 

—Student

How Do I Get Started?

Starting or improving your process of student-led peer review begins with 
recognizing the challenges this pedagogy presents to both students and fac-
ulty, and finding solutions that minimize these challenges and maximize the 
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6  INTRODUCTION

learning benefits. Understanding the reasons students struggle with peer 
review empowers instructors to create a peer review process that responds to 
their students’ diverse needs.

Understand the Challenges

For students, exposing work to criticism and critically evaluating peers’ 
work requires learners to engage in risk-taking, navigate social anxiety, and 
confront their own insecurities about providing constructive feedback. 
If left unaddressed, these challenges turn peer review into unproductive 
or even destructive feedback exchanges. Faculty need to recognize the cog-
nitive and social-emotional challenges of peer review and be prepared to 
address them.

Students erroneously believe that only a faculty expert can teach them 
how to improve. Past experiences with peer review may have demonstrated 
that peers provide ineffective or irrelevant feedback, and often students do 
not trust the feedback they receive from peers, even when it is constructive. 

My main problem is understanding how seriously I should take feedback, because 
when it’s from a classmate [who] is also learning . . . their feedback may point me 

in the wrong direction. So I don’t know if I should trust their feedback. 

—Student

Students lack confidence in their own ability to provide useful feedback. This 
can result in general comments about work that is good or bad that do not 
provide a clear path toward improvement. General comments may stem from 
a lack of effort or engagement, but often they are the result of students not 
understanding how to construct feedback that is specific and constructive. 

I struggle to give good feedback because sometimes I really like someone’s work yet 
still know it could be better but just don’t know what I should tell them to fix. 

—Student

Students worry about criticizing their peers. This can lead them to make only 
positive comments—what some of our students label “fluff.” They avoid dis-
cussing areas that need improvement because they do not want to hurt their 
classmate’s feelings.

[When I hear peer review, I think] that I often don’t fully evaluate 
my peer’s work because I don’t want to hurt their feelings. 

—Student
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INTRODUCTION  7

Bias, conscious or unconscious, negatively impacts students’ peer feedback 
experiences. When the social dynamics in feedback sessions reflect societal 
biases related to race, class, gender, ability, or culture, peer review leaves stu-
dents feeling silenced, ignored, or misunderstood. If peer reviewers do not 
understand one another’s background, they may misunderstand feedback or 
find it difficult to provide meaningful feedback. Unconstructive feedback is 
one way that marginalized students experience discrimination. At our uni-
versity, a BIPOC art and design student shared an anonymous social media 
post, explaining how a persistent lack of substantive feedback left them with 
the sense that they did not belong and their work was not valued. 

I’m tired of critique falling silent because no one understands my experience 
and [they] are afraid to critique it for fear of sounding racist or ignorant. My 

art isn’t automatically good just because it’s a nonwhite perspective. 

—bipocatlesley, 2020

Faculty can contribute to the challenges of peer review through a lack of 
knowledge or experience in designing and facilitating effective feedback pro-
cesses. Before our study, each of us had different levels of experience with 
peer review. Three had been using peer review for some time, one had never 
used peer review in her courses, and another was new to college teaching. Yet, 
all of us discovered that we needed to understand more about peer review 
pedagogy to make it successful in our classroom.

Find the Solutions

In this book, we provide a practical introduction to facilitating effective 
student-led peer review. Our process is organized around an easy-to-follow 
and flexible Three-Part Protocol for Effective Peer Review. The protocol 
addresses the common challenges students encounter with peer review, 
adapts to courses of multiple disciplines and modalities, and empowers 
 faculty to craft a peer feedback process that fits their workload, their stu-
dents, and their institution.

The protocol presents principles, steps, and strategies to implement Pre-
Peer Review, during Peer Review, and Post-Peer Review. The principles reflect 
the findings on the best practices of student-led peer review from the research 
literature. They articulate the overarching goals for each part of the proto-
col. The steps are actions faculty and students take to progress through the 
peer review process in a way that incorporates best practices and maximizes 
learning benefits. The strategies are concrete learning activities for both face-
to-face and online courses that illustrate how faculty can adapt each step to 
their content, modality, and learning outcomes.
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8  INTRODUCTION

Figure I.1 presents an overview of the three-part process. Pre-peer review, 
faculty focus on building a classroom environment conducive to meaningful 
feedback exchange. Peer review presents cognitive and social-emotional chal-
lenges for students. For this reason, faculty need to build trust among stu-
dents and in the peer review process before engaging in peer review. During 
the peer review session, students take ownership over the feedback process 
and engage in two-way interactions between the creator and their reviewers. 
When designing their synchronous or asynchronous sessions, faculty must 
make choices that both maximize students’ learning and fit the needs of an 
individual course or assignment. Post-peer review, faculty facilitate students’ 
reflection on feedback and revision of work to help them internalize their 
learning from the peer review session. Faculty also assess the peer review pro-
cess to increase student motivation and improve students’ future abilities to 
give and receive constructive feedback. This assessment can be both formal 
or informal, depending on the course’s learning outcomes and the time avail-
able for assessment. 

Throughout the peer review process faculty can and should take steps to 
mitigate bias and ensure that peer review is an equitable, inclusive, and sup-
portive process for all students. Before the peer review session, faculty help 
students create trust, bridge cultural divides, and establish inclusive expecta-
tions for feedback. During the peer review session, faculty structure review 
sessions to ensure that all students receive feedback from a diverse set of 
perspectives and deliver feedback that is supportive and culturally sensitive. 
After the peer review session, faculty engage students in reflections on how 
their own biases may have influenced the feedback that they provided or how 
they received feedback from their peers.

We deliberately include a wide range of strategies faculty can use to 
implement the protocol, but we do not expect anyone to use them all. 

Figure I.1. Three-Part Protocol for Effective Peer Review.

1. Pre-peer review

Building class
environment

3. Post-peer review2. Peer review

Maintaining class environment throughout the process
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INTRODUCTION  9

To help readers choose which strategies to include, we have created a 
 limited and expanded time approach to the protocol. The limited time 
approach focuses on time-efficient strategies that can be implemented with-
out a major redesign of a course. It works well for faculty who are new 
to peer review and want students to engage in peer review once or twice 
during the course. The expanded time approach targets specific skills that 
students need to improve their feedback literacy skills. It works well for 
experienced faculty or courses in which peer feedback is a dominant aspect 
of the course design. 

Incorporating effective peer review into a course takes time and effort 
on the part of faculty, but this work decreases once students have become 
comfortable and confident with the process. Peer review is most time 
intensive for faculty when they are learning the pedagogy and creating 
materials to use for the first time. Now that each member of our research 
team has developed a peer review process suitable for them, we find that 
our materials adapt easily to various courses that we teach, and that we 
spend minimal time prepping for review sessions. Once our students 
become comfortable and confident exchanging feedback, we also devote 
less time to facilitating the process or providing feedback on peer review 
sessions. These workload efficiencies can be magnified if a shared culture 
of peer review is implemented within a program, department, or college. 
When students experience peer review as a practice embedded within the 
wider curriculum, it increases their motivation, enhances their learning, 
and saves faculty valuable time.

For all of us, using the protocol has transformed our teaching and 
enhanced our students’ learning. We learned how to design peer feedback 
processes that promote deep learning for our students. Our students became 
deeply engaged in peer review, gained confidence in their ability to provide 
substantive feedback, and came to value the skills they develop through the 
feedback process itself. We have shared our experience with faculty and pro-
fessionals at conferences and in workshops and found others who have had 
similar goals and frustrations. We are confident that our protocol will work 
for those wanting to use peer review for the first time or seeking to improve 
the quality of student-led peer review.

At the beginning of the course, I was a bit more hesitant to accept feedback, just because I have 
never really heavily relied on it. However, now, as I look back, I realize that I have grown to 
truly appreciate it on a completely new level. Feedback is crucial, especially when the person 

giving me the feedback serves as a representation of what others . . . might be feeling. 

—Student
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10  INTRODUCTION

About This Book

 Chapter 1 draws from our research data and other published research 
literature to summarize the benefits, challenges, and best practices of 
student-led peer review. This chapter can be read first or consulted as a 
reference alongside chapters 2, 3, and 4. 

 Chapters 2, 3, and 4 explain the pre-peer review, peer review, and post-
peer review parts of the Three-Part Protocol for Effective Peer Review. 
Most of each chapter is devoted to adaptable, concrete strategies that 
illustrate how to implement these steps in courses with varying content-
area foci and modalities. Faculty should choose which strategies to use 
based on the needs of their individual course. We also discuss how faculty 
can take steps to mitigate bias during each part of the peer review process.

 Chapter 5 outlines how to incorporate the entire peer review process into 
a particular course, through a limited or expanded time approach for 
courses. It can be consulted as a reference alongside chapters 2, 3, and 4, 
or read after these chapters.

 Chapter 6 discusses how and why to foster a shared culture of peer 
review across two or more courses, a program, or a university. It includes 
strategies for supporting faculty development of peer review pedagogy 
and for promoting curriculum alignment or revision. 

 Appendix A presents the entire Three-Part Protocol for Effective Peer 
Review for easy reference, Appendix B includes case studies illustrating 
how faculty structure peer review sessions in courses of various content 
foci and modality, and Appendix C presents a Guide to Peer Review 
Tools that can make the feedback process simpler in both online and 
face-to-face courses.
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