Peer Review Exercises

Though we, as instructors, would like peer review sessions to proceed vibrantly for an entire class with students giving one another thorough and incisive feedback on one another’s drafts, experience shows that peer review feedback typically slows rather quickly, often due to students giving one another comments that are too broad to be really helpful.  Below are some exercises that you can give to your students when peer review discussion wanes in order to keep them focused on critiquing specific elements of one another’s essays.  I typically make sure that students have exhausted the comments that they have prepared before class before introducing these exercises.
Peer Review Exercise #1 – Identify and Correct a Loser Sentence (Kerry Walk)
Put Kerry Walk’s list of the types of loser sentences on the projector or pass it out as a handout.  These include (but aren’t limited to):


•  abstract subject (so the reader can’t grasp the meaning)


•  passive voice or weak verbs


•  lack of clarity,


•  wordiness, lack of conciseness,


•  official style (high diction, ponderous nouns, weak verbs, strings of prepositions)


•  sentence compression


•  inanity, superficiality


•  grammatical and punctuation mistakes

Instruct your students: “With your partner, locate a loser in each one of your drafts.  Together, revise the losers into good, clean, clear, meaningful sentences.”  
This exercise typically takes a three member peer group 8-10 minutes to complete.
Peer Review Exercise #2 – Banishing Vagueness from Theses (Ryan Wepler)
Undergraduate theses are typically plagued by vague phrasings that fail to give essays the direction they need from the outset.  Quite often, the replacement of these vague terms with specific ones transforms these weak theses into potentially illuminating ones.  When peer review discussion wanes, tell your students to:
1. Find your peer’s thesis and circle all of the vague words and phrases, and 

2. Use what you remember from the body of the paper to replace those vague terms with more specific ones.

This exercise works best if the peer review groups work on one paper at a time.  Students will, of course, revise their peers suggestions later.  If you are pressed for time or would like to include another exercise, you can have your students complete only step 1.  I have found this exercise quite effective in student conferences as well.

Step 1 typically takes a three member peer group about 3 minutes to complete.  Steps 1 and 2 typically take 10-12 minutes to complete.

Peer Review Exercise #3 – Identifying Motivating Moves (Ryan Wepler)
When discussion stalls, ask students to circle the motive in their peers’ essays.  They should then link it to a “motivating move” from Kerry Walk’s Motivating Moves handout.  The feedback students receive from their peers about their motive will often differ dramatically from what they thought they were doing while composing the paper.  In cases in which students do not have a motive, their peers should propose one for their essay based on their understanding of its content.

This exercise typically takes a three member peer group 5-8 minutes to complete, though proposing new motives for essays typically takes considerably longer.

Variation #1: Propose a new motive – After students have identified their peers’ motives, ask them to propose a different motive for the essay than the one the author has chosen.  Organizing the exercise in this way allows students to explore the range of possibilities for motivating an essay and to receive feedback on new possibilities for their own essays.
Peer Review Exercise #4 – Fixing Weak Topic Sentences (Ryan Wepler)
Ask students to identify the strongest and the weakest topic sentence in each paper they are peer reviewing.  Ask them to identify what is strong about the best topic sentence and to then revise (or rewrite) the weak topic sentence according to the model provided by the strongest one.

This exercise typically takes a three member peer group 10-12 minutes to complete.
