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"PROCESS WRITING": 
PEER EVALUATION REVISITED 

Review by Peter Teo 

INTRODUCTION 

It has been two decades since Graves (1978) 
first. initiated a paradigm-shift in the 
teaching of writing, moving from a product- 
centered approach to a process-oriented 
one. Traditionally, teachers taught writing 
by focusing on the product of their students' 
writing, meticulously red-inking every 
mistake in content, organization, spelling, 
grammar and punctuation, in the misplaced 
belief that students would learn from these 
mistakes. Graves' "Process-Writing 
Model" gre6 out of a disenchantment with 
this laborious yet unrewarding way in which 
writing was taught, which seemed only to 
highlight students' weaknesses in, and 
hence increase their dislike for, writing. 
Instead of focusing on the students' 
'finished product', Graves advocates that 
teachers help students vnderstand and 
internalize the processes behind writing a 
successful essay. These include 
brainstorming, planning, drafting, peer- 
conferencing and peer-editing. 

While most teachers in Singapore now 
recognize the value of encouraging students 
to brainstorm and plan before writing their 
essays, and correspondingly devote a fair 
amount of time and energy in guiding 
students towards mastering these pre- 
writing processes, very few devote even 
half as much time or energy in training their 
students to engage in effective peer- 
conferencing and peer-editing as part of the 
post-writing process. Peer-conferencing 
essentially involves getting students to 
evaluate their peers' writing in order to 
provide constructive feedback to improve 

the content and organization of the essay, 
while peer-editing focuses on the language 
and expression used in the essay. 

This paper reviews some recent studies on 
peer evaluation (encompassing both peer- 
conferencing and peer-editing), with the 
aim of re-examining the efficacy and 
feasibility of using peer evaluation as a 
means to teach writing. In particular, it will 
highlight research that alludes to the socio- 
cultural factors that tend to stand in the way 
of implementing effective peer evaluation 
in an Asian classroom context. Finally, 
suggestions for circumventing or at least 
minimizing some of these difficulties will 
be made, in the hope that the pedagogical 
and practical benefits of peer evaluation can 
be harnessed more fully in Singaporean 
classrooms. 

REVIEW OF RESEARCH 

Studies in America 

In a study with American high school 
students who participated in peer-editing in 
a collaborative learning environment, Wells 
(1992) reported positive results in terms of 
the increased levels of fluency in post- 
writing skills which the target group 
demonstrated. By grouping students of 
varying fluency levels into editing teams 
to revisecach other's writing dmfts using 
checklists, she succeeded not only in 
motivating students to teach and learn from 
one another, but also in making them 
recognize the need for consistent and 
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accurate revision as part of the (post) 
writing process. Wells concluded from her 
study that the strategy of peer-editing which 
integrates peer teaching with relevant 
grammar instruction provided by the 
teacher, as and when the need arises, 
alleviates some of the frustration and futility 
experienced by teachers who attempt to 
teach the rules of standard English grammar 
in a de-contextualized manner. 

In another American writing project which 
focused on a correspondence method of 
teaching writing, Landis-Groom (1992) 
made students from two university 
campuses exchange papers and critiques 
to underline the nature of writing as a 
dialogue between writer and reader. In so 
doing, she made students see that writing 
is not only for the teacher as the sole reader 
and critic, but also for student partners in 
another campus who could help them in 
organizing their thoughts and improving the 
clarity and coherence of their writing. 
Students in this experimental project 
reported that they felt more relaxed writing 
for a peer. Their peer's comments and 
advice helped them see problems more 
clearly and objectively1 and, more 
significantly, they learned the purpose of 
revision. 

These studies underscore what mature 
writers intuitively know: revision is an 
integral part of the writing process. As 
teachers of writing, we need to help our 
students realize that the first idea that pops 
into their heads and which they hurriedly 
jot down on a piece of paper is not the end 
of a written piece. We need to help them 
see that good writing is usually the result 
of much drafting and redrafting and often 

comes only after considerable revision has 
taken place. 

Benefits of Peer Evaluation 

One benefit of peer evaluation revealed by 
these studies is the way in which it helps 
students appreciate the presence of a reader 
other than themselves or the teacher (see 
also Long, 1992). Peer evaluation helps to 
expand students' notion of audience: that 
is, they will begin to write with a specific 
target audience in mind, improving the 
quality of their writing to make their ideas 
more transparent and relevant to their 
audience. This represents a major step that 
a basic writer will take towards becoming 
a more mature writer. As Gay (1 99 1, p.74) 
concludes from her review of eighteen 
studies on basic writers: "basic writers 
typically do not see themselves as writers 
or as belonging to a communiQ! of writers. 
They are more likely to see themselves as 
apart from others (who can write) and to 
isolate themselves from what they perceive 
as failure ". 

Quite apart from its pedagogic value, one 
practical benefit of peer evaluation is that 
it helps students develop skills they will 
need in the real world. Evaluating the 

P 

writing of peers helps students develop 
analytical and critical thinking skills, which 
take them beyond writing essays to pass 
examinations. Peer evaluation activities 
also help students become more accurate 
judges of the strengths and weaknesses of 
their own writing. The ultimate aim of peer 
evaluation is to develop in each individual 
student an ability to examine hislher own 
writing critically and objectively2. Another 
practical life-skill that peer evaluation can 

/ ' No doubt the physical distance between them and their peer-critics enhanced the objectivity and honesty of their critiques. i 
2 See Ryder, R. J. (1994). Using frames to promote critical thinking. Journal of Reading. 3813: 210-18 for a study on a co-operative 

learning strategy to promote students' ability to construct knowledge and engage in higher level thinking through the use of peer 
evaluation. 
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develop in our students is a sense of esprit 
de corps. Peer evaluation can help improve 
the classroom climate with students helping 
one another to improve their writing. It 
promotes a spirit of co-operation wher'e 
success is based on collaboration rather than 
competition. This is in step with the new 
paradigm of teaching which advocates co- 
operative learning in place of competitive 
learning, in which individual success is 
valued above team success (Cook and Cook, 
1998). Interestingly, encouraging peer 
evaluation is also in tandem with the current 
emphasis in Singapore on the use of 
InfornTation Technology in the classroom, 
where instead of being a dehumanizing 
influence in the classroom, technology can 
be used to build a sense of community and 
change basic writing classroom dynamics 
if teachers can take full advantage of its 
potential3. 

Last but not least, teachers can extricate 
themselves from the position of being a 
personal editor for each and every student. 
We have to realize that students are going 
to get away with as much as we will let 
them. As long as we are going to do their 
editing and proof-reading for them, students 
are going to let us do it. Teichmann (1992) 
has observed that teachers can sometimes 
become uncertain of their role in peer 
evaluation, and it is this insecurity that 
makes them refuse to let go of the traditional 
teacher authority and to trust students for 
their critical ability, individuality and 
responsibility. Teachers need to realize that 
the time and effort that we put in during the 
initial training period to develop these 
qualities in our students is well worth it once 
we look at the time and energy saved from 
having to mark and correct each individual 

student's work for the same errors over and 
over again. 

Studies in Asia 

While studies in America seem to 
recommend peer evaluation for its 
pedagogic and practical benefits, studies 
conducted within an Asian classroom 
setting seem to point to the socio-cultural 
factors that work against the successful 
implementation of peer evaluation. 
Sengupta (1998) investigated the way 
learners in a secondary school writing class 
in Hong Kong viewed the roles of the 
teacher and peer as 'readers' of the 
compositions they had written. The purpose 
was to determine the extent to which the 
broader educational context and its belief 
system shaped the learners' perception of 
peer evaluation. Her findings showed that 
self and peer evaluation produced similar 
results: not one of the twelve learners in 
her study seemed to perform any revision 
arising out of their peers' suggestions zirzless 
[my emphasis] they were problems the 
learners had already detected themselves 
(Sengupta, 1998, p. 21). In subsequent 
interviews with the learners, she discovered 
that "in these students' world, the real 
reader is the teacher or the examiner 'who 
knows correct English', not a peer with a 
questionable command of English. " (p. 22). 

Sengupta attributes this (mis)perception 
partly to the way instruction in revision was 
designed and implemented which failed to 
help students to become the 'real reader'. 
More fundamentally, the traditional roles 
of the teacher and learner in the school 
system seem so deeply entrenched that 
knowledge has become the exclusive 

For more details on how computer technology has the potential to change the way students respond to the writing of their peeers, readers 
are referred to Varone, Sandy. (1996). Voices from the computer classroom: Novice writers and peer response to writing. Teaching 
English in the Two-Y'or College. 2313: 213-18. For more general infom~ation on how the introduction of computers in the classrooin can 
positively impact the writing process, readers are referred to Snyder. Ilana. (1994). Re-inventing writing with computers. The A~lstralian 
Journal ofLanguage and Literacy. 1713: 182-197 
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domain of the teacher and cannot be 
constructed in a collaborative classroom 
community. For these students, the 
demands of the educational system have 
made it impossible for them to value 
learning to write beyond the instrumental 
goal of obtaining a good grade. Since they 
believe that the teacher is the only person 
who has the power to give grades, only the 
teacher's evaluation matters, not their 
peers'. Moreover, the idea of learning from 
their peers by looking at a potential reader's 
suggestions or asking for genuine reader 
impressions is subjugated in an accuracy- 
oriented educational system which looks at 
their peers' lack of knowledge (relative to 
the teacher's) most unfavorably. In sum, 
Sengupta's study questions the viability of 
collaborative construction of knowledge 
within an examination-driven, accuracy- 
oriented curriculum, which may preclude 
students (and teachers) from re- 
conceptualizing their traditional roles. 

Influence of Examination-Culture 

Pakir and Low's (1995) study of the 
teaching of writing in Singapore raises a 
similar issue about the influence of the 
examination culture on Singapore's 
education system. They observe that "the 
examination-oriented education system in 
Singapore influences classroonz 
practitioners who ensure that students write 
in such way as to fulfil examination 
requirements (p. 108). Similar sentiments 
have also been echoed by researchers like 
Cheng (1996, p.9) who perceives 
examination as 'the soul of tlze ethos about 
education in East Asian societies' and 
Cheah (1998) who examines the 
examination culture and the prevailing 
literacy practices and beliefs in Singapore 
to show how they work against the 
successful implementation of literacy 

innovations such as Process Writing. She 
observes that, while most teachers see 
writing as a series of recursive processes 
and recognize the value of giving students 
flexibility in the choice of topic and time 
to revise their drafts to develop and 
crystallize their ideas, most of them feel 
constrained to do so by the exigencies of 
the examination. Thus, although Process 
Writing has been introduced at the upper 
primary levels in Singapore since 1986, its 
basic tenets which include the ownership 
of ideas, emphasis on the process of writing 
and conferencing as support for writing 
(Turbill, 1983) have not really been 
assimilated into classroom practice as a 
result of this over-arching influence of 
examinations which looms large in both the 
teacher's and pupils' minds. 

These observations on the examination- 
oriented education system corroborate the 
findings of Mangelsdorf (1992) who reports 
that peer reviews are invariably rated 
negatively by Asia students simply because 
they realize that peers do not possess the 
power to grade examinations. She attributes 
this not only to the examination culture but 
also to what she calls the effect of teacher- 
centered classroom cultures observed in 
many Asian societies such as Hong Kong 
and Singapore, which tend to cons~ruct the 
teacher as the sole proprietor of knowledge 
and work against the notion of co- 
construction of knowledge between teacher 
and students and between students. 
Findings by other researchers also indicate 
that student writers only take selective 
account of peer comments when they revise 
their writing and that there is a general 
distrust of peer (as opposed to teacher) 
evaluation (Mendonca and Johnson, 1994). 
The difficulty or reluctance that many 
students appear to have in critiquing their 
peers' writing can also be situated in more 
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general cultural factors. The awkwardness in the final analysis, Singaporean children 
of having to verbally criticize a friend's 
work is real and considerable among many 
Asian students. This compels students to 
adopt 'face-saving strategies' or what 
Carson and Nelson (1996, p.18) call 
'harmony-maintenance strategies' to 
minimize the loss of face on the part of their 
peers. As such, most of the time, students 
asked to evaluate their peers' writing end 
up giving vague and vacuous comments 
like 'Quite good' or 'O.K.', rather than the 
sort of detailed and specific comments that 
teachers hope for. 

m 

Logistical Constraints 

In addition to these socio-cultural factors 
that seem to impede the effective 
implementation of peer evaluation, 
researchers have also alluded to the 
logistical constraints teachers in Singapore 
have to grapple with. One such constraint 
is the large class size. The difficulty of 
training students to peer evaluate effectively 
and efficiently is compounded by the sheer 
number of students in a typical class (which 
averages forty). Without close supervision, 
students might stray from the task at hand 
or may dwell on the choice of a word here 
or a spelling error there, while the real 
problem is that the peer is saying nothing 
in the essay. Thus, the drafts that students 
are made to do are not true drafts as there is 
often no development of the students' ideas 
from draft to draft. In other words, students, 
especially at the lower secondary level and 
below, often do not know how to prioritize 
their evaluation and need very close teacher 
supervision to keep on task. Cheah (1998) 
reports that the Heads of English Language 
Departments (Primary) whom she 
interviewed unanimously agreed that 
Process Writing takes too much time, that 
they have no time for conferencing and that, 

- 

are not ready for learning on their own. 
Having looked at the socio-cultural and 
other barriers that stand in the way of 
effective implementation of peer 
evaluation, a way of organizing peer 
evaluation that attempts to address some of 
these issues will now be described. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, it is the author's belief that 
the benefits of peer evaluation clearly 
outweigh the difficulties of implementation 
which in any case can be alleviated or 
removed altogether with training, guidance 
and sustained practice in using a set of 
carefully designed criteria or checklist to 
focus and direct student evaluation. More 
fundamentally, however, the deeply 
entrenched socio-cultural perceptions of 
teacher and student roles in the classroom 
must first change before peer evaluation can 
become a more productive and meaningful 
experience for both students and teacher. 
And the teacher is the best person to 
engineer such a change. 

Sum Cheah 
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IMPLICATIONS: OVERCOMING THE DIFFICULTIES 

The most important point to note is that students need training and practice 
in peer evaluation before they can effectively evaluate their peers' writing. 
As Seow (1994) observes, the main reason why many schools in Singapore 
are still fumbling with Process Writing is that teachers have tended "to allow 
students to routinely involve themselves in brainstorming, revising and 
editing without the students actz~ally having understood and acquired tlzese 
process skills in thefirst instance" (p.3). Teachers cannot assume that students 
know how to engage in productive and meaningful peer evaluation; chances 
are that they know nothing or very little about peer evaluation as they are 
not used to this sort of activity. Without proper training, guidance and 
practice, students' responses to peer writing will likely be superficial and 
not very helpful simply because they lack the critical and analytical skills 
necessary to effectively evaluate their peers' or their own writing. Students 
need to undergo systematic training in peer evaluation. The following is a 
suggestion on how students can be systematically trained in peer evaluation. 

l. Organize students in groups of four to read and critique three or four 
essays that represent a rartge of ability levels using a common set of 
criteria. For example: 

Peer Evaluation Checklist 
Focus: content of a narrative-type essay r Level: secondary threelfom express 

1. Can you improve the 'Orientation' (introduction) of the story by providmg more detailed answers 
to the following questions: 
a) who are the main characters in the story? 
h) where did the story take place? 
c) when did the story take place? I" 

2. Are the characters in the story believable and interesting? Can you improve the characterisation 
by: 
a) adding more descriptive words about physical appearance, their dressing, etc. 
b) adding direct speech to dramatise their way of speaking and also feeling ? 

3. Can you add more details to the story by: 
a) asking questions like 'how', 'when', 'where' and 'why', 
h) developing the five senses: what can be seen. heard, touched (or felt), smelt 

or tasted, 
c) creating an appropriate mood or atmosphere for the story to make the story 

more exciting, suspenseful, scary, etc? 

4. Are you happylsatisfied with the way the story ended? Are there any questions that you feel 
have not been answered satisfactorily? How would you provide an alternative ending to the 

story? 
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2. Use scripts from another class and have the names of the writers removed 
before distributing them to the class, in order to make the task authentic without 
making the students feel awkward about having their own essay publicly 
critiqued. 
It is important that all the group members read the same essay and discuss their 
evaluation together. They need to practise using specific criteria that represent 
the skills that they have been taught and evaluated on. If the focus of the teaching 
has been on writing relevantly or convincingly, then the criteria in the evaluation 
sheet should focus on questions that would help students evaluate these 
characteristics and nothing else; if the focus has been on grammar, then the 
questions should correspondingly focus on this area. The key is to keep the 
criteria specific, few and simple so that students do not get confused. 
a 

3. Znstruct the group to compare the evaluations and note any significant 
differences after each member of the group has completed evaluating a script. 
The purpose is to standardize students' evaluations using a common set of criteria. 
At this stage, it is important that the teacher discuss the evaluation of the essay 
with the whole class to make sure that the use of the criteria is understood. 
This process is to be repeated with the second and third essays. For the third 
essay, the teacher may want to switch to pair-work to ensure that every student 
knows how to do peer evaluation. This is to prevent very reticent and passive 
students from 'hiding' in the shadows of the other group members and just tagging 
along. 

4. Instruct students to critique one another's writing using the same criteria. 
To reinforce students' ability to use the criteria effectively and to make the activity 
more meaningful, instruct students to now evaluate the essays written by their 
peers in another group. When one member has finished evaluating the first script, 
it is passed on to the next member of the group in a clock-wise motion. At the 
end of this round-robin exercise, each of the four essays would have been 
evaluated by four different students. 

5. Instruct the group to discuss their evaluation by looking at their evaluation 
sheets to note any significant disparity in their evaluation. 
Any such disparity should be discussed and resolved collectively and amicably 
(if necessary, with the help of the teacher) before moving on to the next essay. 
Since there is so much productive work involved in such an exercise, it is always 
possible for the teacher to collect these evaluation sheets for grading purposes. 
This is to also ensure that students take the activity seriously. 
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6. Inform students to return the essays they have evaluated to their respective 
owners and give students some time to understand and take note of the 
strengths and weaknesses as reflected in the peer evaluation reports which 
they will receive together with their essay. 
Once students have done this, individual revision would be easy and focused. 
This method of peer evaluation is highly task-oriented and harnesses the benefits 
of a collaborative peer evaluation while avoiding the awkwardness of having 
to give negative feedback to their peers face-to-face. With extended practice, 
students should. be able to gradually transfer the skills they have developed in 
evaluating their peers' writing to evaluate and polish their own writing. 
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