
Peer Review Process:  
Background: For final papers, I find peer reviews to be an effective tool for collaborative 

learning. Peer reviews reinforce writing as a process, allow students opportunities to learn 

from each other, and increase the quality of final papers. Drafts and revisions are a critical 

part of becoming an effective writer. However, I have found that fewer and fewer 

undergraduates at the University of Washington write papers for classes, let alone multiple 

drafts of a paper. A carefully scaffolded paper assignment with peer reviews increases the 

quality of student writing.   

Further, as reviewers, students learn about their peers’ research projects, internships, and 

even relevant literature. I am frequently asked, “I saw that ____ used this source. It seems 

like it would be useful for me too. Can I also use ____ source?” 

Below is an outline of a peer-review process that I use for small to medium-sized classes (8-

50 students). I provide an overview of the timeline, activities during each week, and issues 

to consider. 

Sample Schedule for Peer Reviews (10 Week Quarter)  
Week 7 or 8: Rough drafts of papers are due in class 

What students bring to class: Students bring 4 hard-copies of their paper (one for me 

and one for each reviewer). I place them into groups of 4. Below, I discuss the size of 

the groupings. Students should be in groups of 4-5 for the peer review. I have found 

four students to be the ideal number. Each student reviews the others paper. For 

example, a student who is part of a group of four will conduct three peer reviews. 

Each peer review is expected to be 1 page, single-spaced in length. Peer reviews are 

graded and worth the same amount as the paper rough draft. 

Activities for today: Students reflect on what type of feedback is unhelpful vs. 

helpful. I usually do a brainstorm session. Types of issues commonly addressed 

regarding unhelpful feedback: the attention paid, overly negative feedback, vague 

feedback, over-emphasis on grammar, lack of information on how to improve. The 

reverse of these are often what discussed as helpful feedback. I highlight the types of 

feedback I want them to give using their descriptions.   

I pass out their peer review assignment (see assignment) and spend time reviewing 

peer review expectations. I underscore the importance of spending time on the 

reviews. Students report that each 7-10 page paper can sometimes take 3 hours to 

read and provide feedback on. I emphasize that the peer reviews are graded and 

describe the peer review process of the next week.  

Students meet with their small groups to exchange papers. Each student spends 

about 2-3 minutes discussing if there are any aspects of their papers where they 

would like feedback. I have found that providing the prompt: “if you had one more 

day to work on your paper, what would you do?” is a helpful way for students to 

reflect on potential improvements.  



 

 

 

Week 8 or 9: Peer Review Day 

What students bring to class: A week after they have exchanged papers, I have all 

students bring two hard copies of each peer review to class. One copy is for me, the 

other is for the peer whose paper they are reviewing.  

Activities for today: I allocate 12-15 minutes per student to get verbal feedback about 

their paper. I give students a five minute and one minute warning before they 

switch to discussing the next students’ papers. The student who is having their 

paper reviewed is encouraged to take notes and ask questions. Timing students is 

important to making sure that all students get an equal amount of time devoted to 

their papers.  

After the peer review is complete, I have them do a 5-10 minute write on the 

changes that they are planning to make (more intensive alternatives to this are 

provided below). Students do not have to make all the recommended changes, but 

this short write should provide justification for what they will change and why. As 

well as why they are choosing not to implement some of the suggested changes.  

Week 10 or Finals Week: Final Paper Due 

Issues to Consider and Variations  
Group size  

I have found groupings of four students to be the ideal number. Nothing frustrates students 

as much as providing extensive feedback to others and then getting weak reviews in return. 

In my experience, those in groups of four are more likely to receive at least one strong peer 

review. In the event that you cannot create groups of 4, I recommend creating a group of 5 

students (rather than a smaller group).  

Grading peer reviews  

I make peer reviews worth the same number of points as rough drafts. For my classes, 

rough drafts are typically worth 5-10% students’ overall grade. Students are expected to 

spend a substantial amount of time on them, and I grade the peer reviews based on the 

thoroughness of the review provided and that the reviewer followed the peer review 

assignment outline. 

Variations  

Peer-reviews with instructor. When I have had small classes that meet regularly, I have 

canceled one or two classes and replaced them with peer review sessions. In this case, the 

instructor attends to the sessions and provides feedback. The benefits are peer reviews tend 

to be better when students know instructors will hear their reviews. In addition, the 



instructor can provide face-to-face feedback about the paper. However, these out-of-class 

sessions may take additional time, require students to have some flexibility in their 

schedules, and instructors must be careful not to take-over the reviews. In these situations, 

I have found it best to provide my feedback last (and clarify when it is consistent or 

inconsistent with others).  

Expanding changes to papers free-write. In 2016, I was an instructor for a year-long course. 

Given the amount of time I had with students, I was able to experiment with alternative 

peer review structures. I adjusted the quick write following the peer review. Formerly, I 

had asked students to quickly write how they would incorporate the feedback they received. 

Yet, I never fully integrated this reflection into the review process. However, in 2016, I had 

students document the feedback they received and their plan for the feedback (whether, 

how, and why they intended to incorporate it). Students created a table with these items 

and submitted it the following week. In this scenario, students had just over a week from 

submitting the table to submit their final papers.  

Letter to the Editor. Another version of the above suggestion has students submit a letter to 

the editor along with their final paper. I think this variation is best of advanced 

undergraduate students or graduate students. Similar to a revise and resubmit at an 

academic journal, this variation asks students to respond to the feedback of their peers and 

instructor in letter form. The letter should address the specific concerns of the “reviewers” 

and the changes they made in response. The letter forces student writers to take seriously 

the reviews of their instructor and peers. For graduate students, it has the added benefit of 

teaching an important skill in academia.  
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