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Abstract: Peer feedback in a graduate-level online learning environment was explored through the 

use of two different technology tools: Eli Review and word processing tools.  A quantitative 

research design was employed to explore students’ perceptions with the ease of use, levels of 

proficiency, and the helpfulness of technology tools used during peer feedback activities.  The 

effect of technology tools on the number of comments provided, as well as word counts for 

writing drafts and final versions were also explored.  Group mean comparisons were conducted 

with independent samples t-tests, and two statistically significant findings were reported with 

helpfulness of the peer feedback tool and the extensiveness with peer feedback comments.  

Implications from these findings were discussed, as well as limitations. 
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Introduction 

Among adult learners, peer feedback is an instructional approach that fosters positive social interactions 

and promotes deeper levels of cognitive understandings (Ching & Hsu, 2013).  The exchange of peer feedback with 

writing is a valuable collaborative process that has mutual benefits for both the giver and recipient of feedback.  As 

one considers standards, quality, and criteria while assessing the writing of a peer, they themselves are engaged in 

critical and reflective thought.  Similarly, when one receives feedback for their writing from a peer, they have access 

to qualitative, formative comments that corroborate their ideas, help them identify problems, and provide assistance 

with the revising and editing processes of writing.  Much literature has recognized peer feedback with writing as an 

instructional approach that promotes and enhances student learning at the postsecondary level (Hattie & Timperley, 

2007; McLeod, Brown, McDaniels, & Sledge, 2009).    

 Integrating the constructivist social learning experience of peer feedback within online learning 

environments has the potential to cultivate efficaciousness with self-regulation and improved academic performance 

among learners (Gikandi & Morrow, 2016).  With respect to graduate students enrolled in online learning 

environments, examples of effective peer feedback experiences have occurred within (a) assignment of digital 

badges for web-shared, learner-created products (O'Connor & McQuigge, 2013); (b) asynchronous discussions 

(Gikandi & Morrow, 2016); (c) blinded (Liu & Lee, 2013; Yang, 2016) and unblinded assessments (Ching & Hsu, 

2013) of learner-created products; and (d) role-playing activities (Ching & Hsu, 2016).  The current study added to 

the limited available literature by exploring two different technology tools used during peer feedback activities with 

graduate students in online learning environments: Eli Review and word processing tools.  Specifically, the current 

study explored how graduate students in each group perceived the ease of use, their levels of proficiency, and the 

helpfulness of the technology tool used during peer feedback activities.  The current study also explored the effect 

that each technology tool had on the number of comments provided, as well as the word counts for drafts and final 

versions of writing. 

 

 

Review of Relevant Literature 

 
Helpfulness with Feedback 

 

mailto:lsharp@wtamu.edu
mailto:rcrodriguez@wtamu.edu


With respect to the peer feedback process, both the review and reviewer must be helpful (Hart-Davidson, 

McLeod, Klerkx, & Wojcik, 2010).  According to Hart-Davidson et al., a helpful review of one’s writing:  

. . . describes where the writer has made specific moves in a text to achieve rhetorical aims (as reflected in 

review criteria), makes accurate and fair evaluative statements about the features of a text, and offers 

specific, actionable advice about how to improve the text.  (p. 117) 

Hattie and Timperley (2007) presented a model of feedback that seeks to “reduce discrepancies between current 

understandings and performance and a goal” (p. 86).  This model defined effective feedback as that which responds 

to the following three questions: What are the objectives?  How is the current progress towards these objectives?  

What are actions to continue progress towards meeting these objectives?   

 Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) model also identified four levels of feedback: task level, process level, self-

regulation level, and self-level.  First, task level feedback is corrective and relates to the criteria for a specific 

writing task.  Feedback at this level is the most common and may point to the need for more information, indicate 

the current level of writing performance, and identify what is accurate, as well as inaccurate within the written text.  

On the other hand, process level feedback provides more specificity regarding cognitive understandings and targets 

the methods that underlie the writing task.  Process level feedback may operate as cueing mechanisms that lead the 

writer to modify their methods by identifying different, more effective writing strategies.  Feedback at the self-

regulation level addresses the autonomous actions that a writer has towards the objectives related to the writing task 

and may focus on the writer’s “commitment, control, and confidence” (p. 93).  Finally, self-level feedback is 

essentially writer-directed praise, rather than task-directed praise.  Although writers enjoy receiving this type of 

praise, Hattie and Timperley asserted that this type of feedback was generally ineffective because it perpetrates 

“self-handicapping, learned hopelessness, or social comparison” (p. 97) among writers.   

 

 

Peer Feedback in Online Learning Environments 

 

 Due to the rapid expansion of technology within higher education, the presence of online learning 

environments has significantly increased (Hoskins, 2011).  Several studies have explored peer feedback activities 

within online learning environments and presented findings that have suggested correlations between feedback and 

improved writing.  For example, Cheng, Liang, and Tsai (2015) reported that cognitive feedback (e.g., correction 

comments) improved undergraduate English language learners’ writing more than affective feedback (e.g., praise 

comments) or metacognitive feedback (e.g., reflective comments).  Similarly, Ciftci and Kocoglu (2012) also 

explored the use of peer feedback with writing among undergraduate English language learners.  In their analysis, 

they compared peer feedback provided in a traditional class setting to peer feedback provided online through blogs.  

Cifti and Kocoglu’s findings showed that while the writing of all students improved, the students who received 

online peer feedback  demonstrated statistically significant improved performance with their writing,   Moreover, 

Tai, Lin, and Yang (2015) showed that undergraduate students who received a combination of peer feedback and 

teacher feedback on their writing outperformed students who only received teacher feedback.   

A great deal of recent literature related to the use of peer feedback as a tool to improve student writing 

within online learning environments has predominantly focused upon undergraduate students and English language 

learners (e.g., Cheng et al., 2015; Cifti & Kocoglu, 2012; Tai et al., 2015).  Studies that have explored the use of 

peer feedback among graduate students are limited and require much more attention, especially since the writing 

expectations for graduate students are high (Chittum & Bryant, 2014).  Furthermore, a large number of graduate 

courses and programs are delivered in online learning environments (Hoskins, 2011), thus necessitating the 

identification of effective pedagogical strategies that enhance the writing abilities of graduate students. 

 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 
The use of peer feedback in online learning environments is grounded in constructivist social learning 

theories.  These theories have posited that the construction of knowledge occurs in a social context among a 

community of learners (Vygotsky, 1978).  While working within a community of learners, each individual brings 

their own experiences, which when taken into account by the instructor, shapes their individual contributions and 

impacts their overall learning (Dewey, 1938).  The implementation of constructivist social learning experiences in 

online learning environments, such as peer feedback, requires a different pedagogical approach than traditional, 

face-to-face learning environments, particularly with respect to self-regulation (Sharp & Sharp, 2016).  The lack of 



physical presence in online learning environments requires greater responsibility from the learner (Wang, Shannon, 

& Ross, 2013), including efficacy with self-regulatory processes (Cho & Shen, 2013).  Learners who employ self-

regulatory processes effectively have been shown to experience greater academic success (Zimmerman, 1990).  

Therefore, instructors in online learning environments must also infuse strategies into their instructional design that 

promote the development of self-regulatory behaviors among learners (Cohen, 2012).   

 

 

Methodology 
 

Context 

 

Participants in the current study were graduate students enrolled in an online graduate course entitled 

Education Research that was delivered during the Summer 2016 and Fall 2016 semesters at a regional university 

located in the Southern United States.  This course was selected because it was only offered in an online format and 

was a required core course for all degree-seeking students enrolled in graduate degree programs offered through the 

university’s education department.   

The overarching goal for this course was to develop students’ knowledge of quantitative, qualitative, and 

mixed methods research techniques.  Students enrolled in all sections of this course were required to apply their 

understandings through the development of a research manuscript that addresses a specific and researchable 

educational issue.  Consequently, this course was writing intensive and addressed content and an expected writing 

style that were unfamiliar for most students.   

At the time of the current study, two instructors taught separate sections of the Education Research course.  

Both instructors possessed comparable credentials (i.e., doctoral degrees, public school teaching experience, strong 

background in the teaching of writing), held similar philosophies regarding the teaching of writing, and collaborated 

frequently on the instructional design of the course.  For logistical purposes, participants were grouped according to 

the course section in which they enrolled.  Both instructors incorporated peer feedback activities into the 

instructional design of their course through the use of different technology tools: Eli Review and word processing 

tools. 

Students in Group 1 used Eli Review, a web-based service that was developed to assist learners with the 

feedback and revision cycles of the writing process (Eli Review, n.d.).  At the time of the current study, there was no 

cost to instructors who created and managed courses in Eli Review.  Students gained access to Eli Review through 

the purchase of an individual subscription.  The purpose for Eli Review was to provide a web-based platform for 

instructors to coordinate peer feedback experiences and retrieve individual and aggregate analytics related to student 

engagement. 

Students in Group 2 used word processing tools, such as Microsoft Word or Google Docs, to participate in 

peer feedback activities.  Through the use of commenting features available with these word processing platforms, 

instructors and students were able to select written text and provide revision-oriented feedback (Google, 2016; 

Microsoft, 2016).  Peer feedback comments provided were located in a separate part of the word processing 

document, rather than being embedded within the main text. 

 

 

Research Design 

 

This research study employed a quantitative research design (Creswell, 2013).  As shown in Figure 1, 

quantitative data were collected from each group, analyzed separately, and then compared to identify similarities and 

differences.  Each group completed peer feedback activities differently due to the design of the technology tools.    

 



 
Figure 1. Research design. 

 

 

In Group 1, the instructor introduced students to peer feedback and Eli Review during the first week of the 

course.  First, students were required to view videos accessible from Eli Review’s website that provided information 

about peer feedback.  Next, students participated in an asynchronous discussion to further enhance their 

understandings about peer feedback.  After four weeks of learning course content and reading peer-reviewed articles 

related to their educational issue, each student completed a prewriting activity and submitted it to the instructor for 

feedback on the development of their ideas.  Following the asynchronous discussion and prewriting activity, 

students were provided with a think-aloud style video where the instructor modeled how to use the Describe – 

Evaluate - Suggest model for peer feedback activities (Eli Review, 2014).  The instructor also provided students 

with examples of helpful and non-helpful peer feedback.  Beginning with the fifth week of instruction, students 

drafted sections of their research manuscript throughout the remainder of the semester and submitted them 

separately to Eli Review for peer feedback sessions.   

During each peer feedback session, students had between three and seven days to provide peer feedback for 

one or two of their peers’ drafts.  After students submitted their feedback in Eli Review, it was immediately 

viewable to both the instructor and students.  The instructor reviewed each comment and evaluated them based upon 

their connection to content taught in the course and utilization of the Describe – Evaluate - Suggest model.  The 

instructor endorsed exemplary comments, and students rated feedback according to its helpfulness.  Students then 

used the peer feedback provided to them to revise and edit each of their research manuscript draft sections and 

submitted them to their instructor.  The instructor provided students with additional feedback for each section. 

In Group 2, students were assigned to semester-long small groups and engaged in weekly interactive 

activities that utilized various digital platforms (i.e., blogs, wikis, asynchronous discussions, microblog messaging).  

The purposes for integrating these interactive activities were to enhance students’ understandings of course content 

and develop familiarity with their small group members.  Throughout the semester, students also drafted sections of 

their research manuscript using word processing tools (e.g., Microsoft Word) and submitted them to the instructor 

for feedback.  The instructor used commenting features available within the word processing software to provide 

each student with extensive feedback that followed the Describe – Evaluate - Suggest model.  After seven feedback 

sessions with the instructor, students used the feedback provided to revise and edit each of the sections and create a 

draft of their research manuscript.   

Within each small group, the instructor paired up students as peer feedback partners and gave directions for 

the peer feedback activity (see Figure 2).  Peer feedback partners exchanged research manuscript drafts and used the 

commenting features available within the word processing software to provide feedback that followed the Describe 

– Evaluate - Suggest model.  After students completed the peer feedback activity, they submitted the draft with 

feedback to the instructor and their assigned partner.  The instructor evaluated the helpfulness of feedback provided, 

and students used the feedback to revise and edit their drafts and create final versions of their research manuscript. 

 

 

Data Collection and Analyses 

  

As shown in Figure 1, quantitative data were collected from both groups through the collection of artifacts 

from peer feedback activities conducted during the semester and the administration of an online questionnaire 

Artifacts 

* Number of comments 

* Average word count 
oer comment 

* Word counts in 
research manuscript 
drafts 

* Word counts in 
research manuscript 
final version 

Post-Survey 

Cross-sectional survey 
w/ Likert-type items 

(scale of 1 to 5): 

* Ease of use 

* Level of proficiency 

* Helpfulness  

Data Analyses 

t-tests (independent 
samples) 

 

Interpretation 

Comparison: 

* Group 1 

* Group 2 

 



accessible at the end of the semester.  Artifacts collected from peer feedback activities included peer feedback 

comments, research manuscript drafts, and research manuscript final versions.  The online questionnaire included 

Likert-type statements regarding participants’ perceptions related to the ease of use, their levels of proficiency, and 

the helpfulness of the technology tool that they used during peer feedback activities.  Quantitative data analyses 

were conducted with participants’ responses to the Likert-type statements on the online questionnaire and counts 

associated with peer feedback comments, research manuscript drafts, and research manuscript final versions.  Mean 

group comparisons were made with t-test statistical analyses conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics software, and 

effect sizes were reported for results that showed statistical significance.   

 

 
Figure 2. Directions for Research Manuscript 

 

 

Findings 

 
Ease of Use 

 

 As shown in Table 1, the data revealed that Group 1 rated the ease of use with the technology tool slightly 

higher (n = 30, M = 4.37, SD = .72) than Group 2 (n = 47, M = 4.26, SD = .87).  To explore the data further and 

determine statistical significance, an independent samples t-test was performed.  Findings showed that there was no 

statistical significance in the perceived ease of use with the technology tool used during peer feedback activities: 

t(75) = .58, p = .56.     

 

 

Level of Proficiency 

 

As shown in Table 1, the data revealed that Group 2 rated their level of proficiency with the technology 

tool slightly higher (n = 47, M = 4.19, SD = .80) than Group 1 (n = 30, M = 4.07 SD = .74).  To explore the data 

further and determine statistical significance, an independent samples t-test was performed.  Findings showed that 

there was no statistical significance in the perceived level of proficiency with the technology tool used during peer 

feedback activities: t(75) = -.69, p = .49.     
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   Group 1 
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47 
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Helpfulness 

   Group 1 
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30 

47 

 

3.83 
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.99 
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Number of Comments 

   Group 1 

   Group 2 

 

31 

47 

 

25.68 

35.53 

 

20.24 

26.81 

-1.85 .07 

Average Word Count of Comments 

   Group 1 

   Group 2 

 

31 

47 

 

36.45 

19.21 

 

20.73 

11.33 
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Research Manuscript Draft Word Count 

   Group 1 

   Group 2 

 

30 

47 

 

3122.10 

2921.83 

 

1111.16 

1295.92 

.70 .49 

Research Manuscript Final Word Count 

   Group 1 

   Group 2 

 

30 

47 

 

3746.33 

3259.70 

 

937.19 

1429.94 

1.65 .10 

 

Table 1. Quantitative Results 

 

 

Helpfulness 

 

 As shown in Table 1, the data revealed that Group 2 rated the perceived helpfulness of the technology tool 

higher (n = 47, M = 4.32, SD = .89) than Group 1 (n = 30, M = 3.83, SD = .99).  To explore the data further and 

determine statistical significance, an independent samples t-test was performed.  Findings showed that statistical 

significance was present with the perception of helpfulness with the technology tool used during peer feedback 

activities: t(75) = -2.24, p = .03.  Cohen’s d was calculated at .52, which was considered a medium effect (Cohen, 

1992).  Based upon these findings, the results have suggested that the students who use word processing tools during 

peer feedback activities found them to be moderately more helpful than the students who used Eli Review.     

 

 

Peer Feedback Comments   

 

As shown in Table 1, the data revealed that Group 1 was associated with providing a smaller number of 

peer feedback comments (n = 31, M = 25.68, SD = 20.24) than Group 2 (n = 47, M = 35.53, SD = 26.81).  However, 

the data also showed that Group 1’s peer feedback comments were more extensive (n = 31, M = 36.45, SD = 20.73) 

than those provided by Group 2 (n = 47, M = 19.21, SD = 11.33).  To explore the data further and determine 

statistical significance, independent samples t-tests were performed.  Findings showed that there was no statistical 

significance in the number of comments provided during peer feedback activities: t(75) = -1.38, p = .07.  However, 

there was statistical significance with the average word count of each peer feedback comment; t(42) = 4.23, p = .00.  

Cohen’s d was calculated at 1.03, which was considered a large effect (Cohen, 1992).  Based upon these findings, 

the results have suggested that the students who used Eli Review during peer feedback activities contributed 

significantly longer comments than the students who use word processing tools. 

 

 

Research Manuscripts 

 

As shown in Table 1, the data showed higher word counts associated with Group 1’s research manuscript 

drafts (n = 30, M = 3122.10, SD = 1111.16) and final versions (n = 30, M = 3746.43, SD = 937.19) than Group 2’s 

research  manuscript drafts (n = 47, M = 2921.83, SD = 1295.92) and final versions (n = 47, M = 3259.70, SD = 

1429.94).  To explore the data further and determine statistical significance, independent samples t-tests were 



performed.  Findings showed that there was no statistical significance in the word counts for research manuscript 

drafts [t(75) = .70, p = .49] or final versions [t(75) = 1.65, p = .10].   

 

 

Discussion and Implications 

 
Available literature has strongly suggested that the creation of a supportive learning environment with 

positive connections among instructors, staff members, and students was a significant contributor towards student 

success (Lundberg & Sheridan, 2015).  Therefore, enacting strategic efforts that develop and improve these 

connections promote and support academic achievement among students.  However, implementing these efforts in 

online learning environments requires vastly different approaches than those in traditional face-to-face learning 

environments.  It is vital that online instructors cultivate a supportive learning environment within the instructional 

design of their course, particularly as online course and program offerings continue to increase.  With online courses 

that are writing intensive, Yang (2016) emphasized the importance of instructors providing their students with 

consistent opportunities to engage in online peer feedback experiences intended to improve their writing. 

 The current study sought to add to the limited literature available regarding the use of peer feedback 

activities used in graduate-level online learning environments and explored students’ perceptions with the use of two 

different technology tools, Eli Review and word processing tools, regarding the ease of use, their levels of 

proficiency, and the helpfulness of the tool.  Further investigation was conducted with the effect that each 

technology tool had on the number of comments provided, as well as the word counts for research manuscript drafts 

and final versions.  Data analyses entailed group mean comparisons with independent samples t-tests, which 

revealed two statistically significant findings that led to the following two implications. 

First, findings in the current study revealed that students who used word processing tools during peer 

feedback activities found them to be more helpful than students who used Eli Review.  This finding aligned with the 

extensive literature regarding the application of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and factors related to 

user acceptance (see Sharp, 2007).  TAM was an adaptation of the Theory of Reasoned Action and provided the 

field of information systems with a theoretical justification that explained how users accept and use a specific 

technology tool (Davis, 1989).  Although additional determinants and external variables have extended the TAM 

model (Sharp, 2007), two principal beliefs underpin the original model: usage with a specific technology tool is 

increased through perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use (Davis, 1989).   

In the current study, students who used word processing tools during peer feedback activities found these 

technology tools to be more helpful than students who used Eli Review.  One may speculate that this finding is 

related to the level of familiarity that students have with word processing tools because Eli Review was a new 

technology tool introduced to students in Group 1.  However, participants from both groups rated the ease of use for 

each technology tool similarly; thus, a statistically significant finding was not present.  One may also conjecture that 

this finding may be related to the expense associated with Eli Review.  Most students likely had existing access to 

word processing tools, and use of Eli Review required that students purchased an individual subscription.  With this 

in mind, Davis et al. (1989) postulated that “brief exposure” with a new technology tool was extremely influential in 

how users “formed general perceptions of a system's usefulness that were strongly linked to usage intentions, and 

their intentions were significantly correlated with their future acceptance of the system” (p. 1000).  Thus, it is 

recommended that further analyses be conducted with how new technology tools are introduced to students enrolled 

in online learning environments, as well as how these introductory experiences affect subsequent perceptions of the 

technology tool’s helpfulness over multiple semesters. 

Findings from the current study also demonstrated that students who used Eli Review during peer feedback 

activities contributed significantly longer comments than students who used word processing tools.  This finding 

aligned with results from previous studies that explicated effective techniques with peer feedback activities.  For 

example, Landry et al. (2015) pointed to the importance of training, recruitment of “actionable comments” (p. 48), 

and use of multiple peer reviewers during peer feedback activities.  The instructor who used Eli Review as a peer 

feedback tool provided students with extensive training during the first three weeks of the course through videos, 

asynchronous discussions, instructor-modeling, and examples of helpful and non-helpful peer feedback.  During 

each peer feedback session in Eli Review, students completed multiple peer reviews, and peer feedback comments 

were rated by both students and the instructor.  As noted by Tai et al., (2015) “training and scaffolding” are essential 

components for effective peer feedback activities (p. 303), especially since students who are not confident in their 

personal writing abilities may feel inadequate with the task of providing helpful feedback to their peers (Nelson, 

Range, & Ross, 2012).  



On the other hand, this finding has also pointed to the importance of considering specificity, or level of 

information, presented in peer feedback (Goodman, Wood, & Hendrickx, 2004).  Goodman et al. explored feedback 

in a real world context beyond the instructional learning environment and found that more extensive feedback had a 

positive effect on immediate performance but no influence on later performance.  Moreover, the provision of 

extensive feedback led to diminished levels of exploration, which is a critical component related to the generation of 

solutions during the process of learning.  Based upon these findings, Goodman et al. concluded that the provision of 

extensive feedback had the potential to “undermine the very behaviors that are believed to be integral to learning” 

(p. 260).  This finding confirmed Willingham’s (1990) assertion that extensive feedback comments are not helpful to 

a writer and alter the primary purpose of feedbackto assist the writer with improvement in their writing.  In the 

current study, analyses of participants’ word counts in research manuscript drafts and final versions did not produce 

statistically significant findings.  Therefore, it is feasible to conclude that when both groups were compared in the 

current study, the provision of more extensive peer feedback comments did not have a substantial quantitative effect 

with word counts in the final versions of students’ research manuscripts.  However, the aforementioned literature 

highlighted the importance of designing peer feedback activities to ensure that feedback focused on supporting the 

writer with improving their writing overall, rather than one specific writing task. 

 

 

Limitations 

 
 Potential limitations should be considered when reviewing the findings presented in the current study.  

First, the study was limited to quantitative analyses and did not consider qualitative data sources that might add 

additional insights to these findings.  We recommend that future analyses be conducted that employ qualitative or 

mixed methods approaches to explore student perceptions with ease of use, their levels of proficiency, and 

helpfulness with technology tools used in peer feedback activities.  Future qualitative and mixed methods analyses 

should also investigate attributes of peer feedback comments and their relationship to students’ writing performance.   

Another limitation involves the grouping and number of participants.  Due to the nature of university 

course enrollment, random assignment was not used, which inhibited the researchers’ ability to control for factors 

related to students’ course section selectivity (e.g., familiarity with the course instructor, awareness of  course 

section requirements).  Likewise, the researchers did not have control over the number of students who chose to 

participate, which led to an uneven number of participants in each group.  Although, the number of participants in 

the current study was adequate for analyses, Cohen (1962) recommended that researchers use larger sample sizes 

with quantitative studies in order to increase the power of the statistical test.  Therefore, we recommend additional 

studies be conducted to corroborate or refute these reported findings. 

A final limitation involved the diverse knowledge, skills, and capabilities of each participant.  As 

previously noted, this course was a required online core course that every graduate student seeking a master’s degree 

offered through the education department at the research site was required to complete successfully.  Hence, 

participants likely had variation with their prior learning experiences in degree-related coursework, in addition to 

distinctive professional experiences, technological competence, academic proficiencies (e.g., reading and writing 

abilities), and personal characteristics (e.g., learning attitudes and motivation to learn).    
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