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Abstract
	This research investigates student perceptions about the use of an Internet-based peer review facilitation system (Eli Review) in their first year writing courses. Student responses and system data indicate that faculty largely focus on the writing and revision stages of the peer review cycle, and less on the revision cycle, where not only writing revisions should be made, but also revisions to thoughts and perspectives (Sommers, 1980). Further, without explicit instruction about how to use the system, students are likely to struggle with peer review assignments. Finally, while faculty find the system analytics and reporting indispensable, students are unlikely to separate the teaching of peer review and the act of peer review itself from the system used to facilitate the process, and struggle with questions of perceived redundancy and workload in assignments, as well as questions surrounding what value the technology adds to their learning.
Introduction
Eli Review is an online peer writing tool developed based on writing and peer review pedagogy, with the intention of facilitating peer review exercises virtually. In the fall of 2011, MSU conducted a survey of instructors that explored instructors’ feedback to students and disciplinary assessment practices. This survey was intended to seek better understanding at the state of feedback practices and to explore how various disciplines might make use of plagiarism and writing assessment platform TurnItIn’s various features in delivering feedback online. Faculty debate during the adoption of TurnItIn from 2011-2013, and individual faculty adoption of Eli Review revealed the latter as an attractive alternative for writing instruction. The consensus was that, while TurnItIn was useful to assist with summative assessment of various written assignments (i.e. writing for understanding, writing to assess understanding, synthesis, or analysis), the platform was less suited to structured assignments to scaffold development of rhetorical and composition skills in a structured peer-review format. To address this gap, Eli Review was launched in 2013.  
To assess student attitudes and perceived usefulness of Eli Review, IT Services at Michigan State University undertook a research initiative to observe and collect data surrounding the Eli Review pilot program, launched in August of 2013. Adopting an integrated, mixed methods approach; a survey instrument was designed and deployed to students in first year writing sections that agreed to participate.
By analyzing data including student attitudes, learning, and the difficulties encountered in using the system we have concluded that Eli Review can be a useful facilitator for writing instruction, but that the need exists for clear pedagogical purpose, as well as heightened consistency in how Eli Review is implemented across courses in the post-secondary education first year writing curriculum.
Literature Review
Some studies of peer review in writing instruction center on sociocultural theories such as Vygotsky’s (1986) zone of proximal development, holding that students working together to learn a new skill such as crafting an effective peer review ultimately scaffold their learning together (Englert, Mariage & Dunsmore, 2006; Villamil & de Guerrero, 2006; Lundstrom & Baker, 2009). Other studies examine how peer review improves instructors’ ability to manage and grade the amount of writing generated by large college composition courses (Cho & Shunn, 2007).
Whatever the reasons for adoption, multiple studies have indicated that peer review as a pedagogical exercise facilitates higher critical thinking in university students across majors and levels (Falchikov, 1995; Lin et al., 2001) and serves as a motivator for deeper learning (Liu, Lin, Chiu, & Yuan,2001; VanZundert, Sluijsmans, & Merriënboer, 2010). However, for peer review to be successful, it must be carefully facilitated to overcome the initial discomfort and lack of trust that students may potentially feel in undertaking an assignment in which they know they will be assessed by their peers instead of a party they identify as an authority, such as a professor (Hafeez-Baig, George-Walker, Gururajan, & Danaher, 2011). Further, Cho & Shunn found that “the conditions under which [peer assessment] occurs differ, a diversity of methods can be applied, and many different outcomes can emerge. For example, one might imagine that students who already have some experience in assessing their peers (condition) might gain fewer learning benefits (outcome) from extensive assessment training (method) than students who have never assessed their peers before (2007, p. 410).”
Trust and experience issues aside, recent work finds that students in writing review groups improve more than students who are assessed by a single instructor or expert (Cho, Schunn & Charney, 2006) and that technology can help (Cho & Schunn, 2007). When it comes to receiving feedback, Lin et al (2001) found that students with different levels of skill required different kinds of feedback to thrive. For example, students with low functioning executive thinking skills (defined here as their ability to plan, organize, manage time and remember details), needed very specific feedback on their work, recommending specific action. Students with higher functioning executive thinking skills could incorporate any kind of feedback into their work. In giving feedback, students must be told what good feedback looks like. When they are taught what a good peer review is, they provide better feedback to their peers as a result (Straub, 1997; Berg, 1999).
Additionally, studies find that allowing revision after the peer review process occurred have a positive influence on the skills that students would take away from an activity (Lin et al., 2001; VanZundert, Sluijsmans & Merriënboer, 2010). Kellogg & Whiteford (2009) also found that revision is the most important part of the writing process, and how those revisions are approached is important. Global revisions are more effective than more granular revisions focusing on things like grammar and punctuation, and improvement occurs when issues (like the writer's audience and the purpose of the writing piece) are addressed in the review process rather than on smaller details (Sommers, 1980; Hawisher, 1987; Lin et al, 2001; Beach & Friedrich, 2006).  The Eli Review system can facilitate multiple types of review and revision, and the company website states that this capacity is where the system is "most powerful. (Eli Review, n.d.)"
Method
Participants
	Faculty teaching first year writing courses in the department of Writing, Rhetoric, and American Cultures during the fall (FS13) and spring (SS14) semesters of the 2013-2014 academic year at Michigan State University were invited by a unit representative to opt into the Eli Review pilot program, and open their classrooms for research. Faculty who opted into the study were fixed term instructors, but were not teaching their first course.
Procedure
	Faculty Recruitment. Faculty were recruited via e-mail, and asked to voluntarily opt into the Eli Review pilot on campus by using the system in their courses and distributing the survey instrument to their students. Upon agreement, brief, individual, semi-structured interviews were scheduled to collect data about their plans for Eli Review, technological needs they might have, and their reasons for choosing to use the software.
Student Recruitment. Students were recruited based on the sections they were enrolled in. Faculty who agreed to participate in the pilot program distributed a survey to students in their sections. All surveys and questions were optional. For FS13 courses, six sections from the first year writing program agreed to participate, and discuss the instructional plans for use of Eli Review in their instruction. Five of these courses were traditional face-to-face courses, and one was blended, replacing 50% of seat time with online work. For SS14, surveys were collected from seven courses, six fully face-to-face and one blended, opting into the pilot, and one course using peer review methods but not using Eli Review. 
Survey population. For FS13, three out of the 12 faculty members using Eli Review in their instruction agreed to participate in the study. In SS14, four faculty members agreed, three of who were using Eli Review, and one of who was not.
For FS13, 134 surveys out of a possible 158 were returned, for a response rate of 84.8%. Of the surveys completed, 91.34% were from students in traditional face-to-face classes, and 5.69% were from students in university-defined hybrid courses, replacing at least 50% of face-to-face classroom time with online activities. Sixty-three respondents were female, 70 were male, and one did not answer the question regarding gender. 102 respondents spoke English as their first language, 20 did not, and 11 did not answer the question. The mean age was 18.96, the minimum age was 17, and the maximum age was 28. Academically, the mean, self-reported high school GPA was 3.57, with the lowest being 2.5 and the highest 4.2. Of those taking the ACT (N=83), the mean ACT verbal score was 26.17 and the mean ACT composite score was 25.17. 
For SS14, 147 out of 181 possible surveys were returned, for a response rate of 81.21%. 93.24% were from students using Eli Review in their first year writing courses. 100% of the SS14 respondents were enrolled in traditional face-to-face classes. 70 respondents were female, 75 were male, and two did not answer the question regarding gender. 90 spoke English as their first language, 43 did not, 13 did not answer. The mean age was 18.82, the minimum age was 18 and the maximum was 28. Academically, the mean self-reported high school GPA was 3.64, with the lowest being 2.4 and the highest 4.46. Of those who reported taking the ACT, the mean ACT verbal score was 27.78 (N=93), and the mean ACT composite score was 25.75 (N=109).
Data collection. Printed survey instruments were delivered in class, by the course instructors. Surveys were anonymous, and optional. Data was then entered into an electronic spreadsheet and analyzed using SPSS.
Results
Reporting on all of the students surveyed, first year students perceive themselves to be accomplished writers, with good problem solving skills. On Map-Works (student success platform) surveys distributed by MSU to first-year students for the 2013-2014 academic year, 35.5% of students rated themselves as a 6 or 7 (excellent) when it came to academic skills in writing. Another 54.5% rated themselves as about average. Only 10.1% thought they had poor skills in need of improvement (Lane, 2014).
The data collected in the course of the Eli Review survey found similar results. Students were given a list of tasks, based on the outcomes of the first year writing program. They were asked to rate their perceived ability to complete each task on a scale of 0 to 100, with 0 being no chance, and 100 being completely certain that they would be able to complete it. The mean of these scores was calculated for each student into a task completion score. For FS13 the mean task completion score across sections was 68.65, and for SS14 the mean task completion score across sections was 70.01. For the 2013-2014 academic year, 74.82% of students responding to the Eli survey reported a task completion score greater than 60%, indicating a relatively high level of confidence in their writing abilities, no matter the task at hand.
Peer review, self-efficacy, and the usefulness of Eli Review. In this study, we looked at whether or not students’ attitudes regarding peer review positively or negatively affected their feelings about the usefulness of Eli Review. Six Likert questions asked about positive attitudes toward peer review, five Likert questions were asked about negative attitudes toward peer review. Possible responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). Both sets were summed to create positive feelings and negative feelings scales.  The maximum possible positive feeling score would be 24 and will be referred to in this study as the negative feelings scale. The highest possible negative feeling score would be 20 and will be referred to in this study as the negative feelings scale. As illustrated in Table 1, the mean positive feelings score was 17.78 across courses using Eli Review. The mean negative score was 7.49, indicating that students in this sample were more positive than negative about the use of peer review.
Four Likert questions were asked about the usefulness of Eli Review in students’ courses. Possible responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree), and the option Not Applicable was provided to account for students in the course that did not use the system. Answers were summed to create a scale measuring how useful students found Eli Review to be in their courses. The highest possible score would be 16, and will be referred to in this study as the Eli usefulness scale. The mean score for courses using Eli Review was 9.22, indicating that students in this sample were relatively neutral about their attitudes in regard to how useful Eli Review was to them in their writing courses.
	Table 1
Feelings About Peer Review and Usefulness of Eli Review in Courses using Eli Review
	
	N
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Positive feelings scale
	260
	9.00
	24.00
	17.78
	2.73

	Negative feelings scale
	260
	4.00
	13.00
	7.49
	2.12

	Usefulness of Eli Review
	2.60
	1.00
	16.66
	9.94
	3.04





Li (2007) found that students tend to view technology separately from teaching, and often differently than their instructors do in regard to the usefulness of a technology. A Pearson’s correlation was conducted to measure the relationship between the positive attitudes scale and the Eli usefulness scale measuring how useful students found Eli Review to be in their courses. For the courses using Eli Review, students’ positive attitudes toward peer review, measured by the positive and negative attitude scores, and their attitudes regarding how useful Eli Review was in their courses did not correlate, r = .90, p = .148. 
However, students’ negative attitudes toward peer review were also measured by using Pearson’s correlation to look at the relationship between the negative feelings scale and the Eli usefulness scale. These scales were significantly negatively correlated, r=-.125, p=.044 at the .05 level. This reflects that as students answered positively to statements reflecting negative feelings about peer review, they also answered negatively to statements regarding the usefulness of Eli Review. While this finding is significant, the effect size is very small (Hinkle, Weirsma, & Jurs, 2003). However, negative student attitudes toward peer review did return a low negative correlation, r=.-363, p=.000 (Hinkle et al., 2003). Together, these findings indicate that, the more students feel positively toward peer review, they also found Eli Review slightly more useful in their courses. 
Further analyses were conducted to examine the relationships between students’ perceptions of attitudes regarding peer review and their perceived ability to complete writing tasks. To measure students’ perceived ability to complete first year writing tasks, 100 questions asking students to rate on a scale from one to 100 their perception of their ability to complete specific writing tasks developed based upon the learning outcomes of the first year writing program. These 100 answers were averaged into a task completion score, representing students’ perception of their ability to complete the tasks on the list. The task completion mean for all students, whether Eli Review was used in their courses or not was 70.36, indicating that the students were relatively confident in their writing abilities overall. Differences are seen, however, between students who identified English as their first language and those who did not. For English speakers, the self-efficacy mean was 72.97. However, for students identifying themselves as non-native speakers, the mean dropped to 62.2775. 
To measure the relationship between students’ perceived ability to complete first year writing tasks and their score on the positive peer scale, a Pearson’s correlation was performed, r=.072, p=.227. This reflects little correlation between students’ perceived ability to complete first year writing tasks and their positive feelings about peer review (Hinkle et al., 2003). A Pearson’s correlation was also performed to measure the relationship between students’ perceived ability to complete first year writing tasks and their score on the negative peer scale, r=-.341, p=.000. This low negative correlation indicates that as students’ perceived ability to complete first year writing tasks increased, their negative feelings about peer review decreased, and vice versa. Thus, the more confident students were in their writing ability, they were slightly more receptive to peer review.
Finally, we looked at the relationship between students’ perceived ability to complete first year writing tasks and Eli Usefulness. A Pearson’s correlation was performed on students’ Eli usefulness scale and their task completion scale, r=.024, p=.686. Students’ perception of their ability to complete first year writing tasks did not correlate with their perception of the usefulness of Eli Review in their writing courses.
Use of Eli Review. According to the developers of Eli Review, its greatest power lies in the revision tasks that instructors can configure for students, allowing them to incorporate, or outline a plan to incorporate, the feedback they received from their peers in the peer review process (Review, n.d.). For all courses using Eli Review, an approximate average of five writing and five review tasks were assigned, but only about one revision task. Per this data, revise task, which is the feature the developers define as the most powerful, is rarely utilized in courses implementing Eli Review
Ten Likert questions were asked measuring students’ attitudes and experiences with peer review (whether they used Eli Review in their courses or not). Possible responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). Of the students who completed the question “I would prefer not to have others give me feedback on my writing,” only 11.5% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, indicating that whether or not they make an effort to seek it out, a majority of students don’t mind receiving peer feedback on their writing. Further, in courses that did use Eli Review, 61% of the students who responded to the statement “Using Eli Review makes it easier to make good use of others’ feedback in my revision process,” agreed or strongly agreed. This data indicates that a majority of students found value in using the tool for their work in first year writing.
58.6% of the students in courses that used Eli Review agreed or strongly agreed that Eli Review was useful in teaching them how to give other writers better feedback on their writing. However, only 48.3% agreed or strongly agreed that their class itself was more useful to them because of the Eli Review system and even fewer, 37.1% agreed or strongly agreed that their classes were more enjoyable because the system was employed. So, while students find Eli Review to be helpful to them in the writing process, they generally did not perceive an overall positive impact on their course experience as a result of incorporating the tool.

Qualitative Responses. In response to the question “How do you feel that use of Eli Review, and peer review in general, contributed positively to your experience in first year writing…” the five most frequently used adjectives were “helpful” (N=23), “peer” (N=21), “better” (N=18), “useful” (N=16), and “easier” (N=12”). The five most frequently used verbs were “help” (N=80), “peer” (N=54), “write” (N=39), “make” (N=34), and “think” (N=31). Using these words as starting points, thematic analysis was begun by searching for “helpful,” “useful,” and “easier” in context. 
Unsurprisingly, while some students found Eli Review very helpful in facilitating their writing and review process, others did not stating:
· “Eli Review gives me a way to view comments and determine if they are helpful or not, which helps me in my writing.
· “I do not feel that Eli Review was helpful or necessary in any way. I actually felt that it was more of a burden. Simply another useless task the professor wanted us to complete.” 
· “I really liked the peer review component of Eli. It was very easy to use and was also very helpful for editing my paper”
· “Somewhat often it depended on who was giving feedback, some kids were helpful but some not at all”
Students found Eli Review useful for different reasons, including privacy and task facilitation. Many comments, however, referred only to peer review and not to Eli Review specifically. Of those referring to Eli Review indicated:
· “We didn’t use it much but from what we did, it was useful in the way you could be honest with someone since it was not face to face”
· “The only way it positively contributed to my experience was because it allowed other students to rate my feedback & let me know if what I said was useful”
· “Eli peer reviewer was definitely useful. I had the opportunity to have feedback from classmates, which helped me improve my writing skills and to be clear transmitting my argument in my writings.”
Analysis of the word “easier” was interesting, in that many of the comments were not indicating that Eli Review was easier, and respondents claimed the opposite:
· “Eli Review was more annoying than helpful. It's easier to peer edit on a physical copy of a paper rather than online. Peer review helps a lot.”
· “Peer review was more useful because being constructive is easier face to face.”
· “Peer review helped, but Eli was just a pain and I would not even look at comments Easier to mark up actual paper.”
Some students, however, did find that Eli Review made the process easier in the context that they felt it was more organized and faster:
· “It makes the review process easier, and helps by having the checked boxes to see if everything in their paper's there”
· “Easier way to see peer reviews on your paper, fast.”
· “I feel that peer review has helped me affirm some suspicions I had about my projects and Eli made it easier to get that feedback”
In response to the question “What difficulties did you encounter in completing peer review assignments?” the five most frequently used adjectives were “hard” (N=22), “difficult” (N=22), “constructive” (N=4), “helpful” (N=4) and “boring” (N=3). The five most frequently used verbs were “write” (N=22), “know” (N=12), “make” (N=12), “say” (N=12), and “review” (N=10).
While students struggled with the technical skills needed to navigate the Eli system, they mostly struggled with understanding papers, and group members that did not complete their work. They also struggled with reviews that they found unhelpful, or knowing how to give advice fellow classmates would find useful: 
· “Everyone has different writing styles. It's harder to give advice that would benefit them rather than what you would do”
· “It was sometimes hard to relate and I didn't know how much review to give”
· “Hard to see feedback from others or they didn't leave any (in Eli)”
· “It was sometimes difficult to fulfill requirements on Eli (3+ feedback) given the quality of completion of other's work.”
This question also highlighted tensions between domestic and international students when it came to peer review. Domestic students referred often to finding difficulty in reviewing papers written by students at different mastery levels of English grammar:
· “It is difficult to review an international student’s paper as most of the revisions are grammar-based.”
· “Sometimes it was hard to understand what other people wrote if they were foreign or something.”
· “Most students in class learned English as a second language. Sometimes it is difficult to understand what they are saying.”
· “Reading a paper of someone who didn’t speak English as a first language. That was hard because the papers sometimes didn’t make sense.”
 Meanwhile, international students often reflected concern about their peer reviews and how the domestic students would view these peer reviews:
· “I cannot give comment about grammar to others.”
· “My English is not that good, so sometimes I can’t help others find many mistakes.”
· “I can’t give a good suggestion for native American.”
· “Sometimes, I cannot give much advice because I am not a native speaker.”
The next questions, “How do you feel your feedback had a positive impact on the work of your classmates…” and “How do you feel your classmates’ feedback had a positive impact on your work…” offered an interesting insight into the mind of the peer reviewer. 98% of the respondents who answered questions regarding how their feedback had a positive impact on the work of their classmates felt that their feedback had indeed had a positive impact. They felt they brought perspective, grammar and structure improvements, helped their classmates avoid missing assignment requirements, and had a generally helpful effect on their classmates’ work. However, responses to the positive impacts of classmates’ feedback were significantly different. When feedback was indicated to be helpful, it was said to be helpful in the same ways: providing new perspectives, helping to catch things that were missed in the assignment instructions, and fixing grammar and structure mistakes. But, some students (approximately 25%) said there was no impact:
· “My work wasn't really affected”
· “I’m not sure”
· “I actually never checked to see what they wrote”
· “Doesn’t matter”
· “No. The feedback I had was from people who I don't think are English majors. I didn't really use any of their comments”
This may be because, as we discovered in the final question asked, (“What would have improved the peer feedback you received?), there was a common perception among students that their class and group mates were not putting as much effort into the assignments as they themselves were:
· “If classmates actually take the time to give me constructive feedback”
· “People taking it serious.”
· “If they put more effort into it”
· “If it was through Google Docs and if people actually tried to give good feedback”
· “People taking it seriously”
· “More feedback”
Discussion
Responses in this study highlight the need for instructors to incorporate careful pedagogical consideration when incorporating Eli Review into their courses. First, instructors use very few revision tasks in Eli Review, pointing to a potential disconnect between the pedagogy the system was developed to facilitate, and how it is being used in the typical classroom at Michigan State University. In some cases, instructors re-use the same review task; in others they indicate that they find more value in the writing and review tasks, preferring not to use Eli Review for revision. Second, there is a palpable tension between domestic and international students that must be managed. Finally, students in face-to-face courses do not always see the value of the technologies they are asked to use. These values must be vocalized, and an effort must be made to reduce repetition between tasks completed online and those completed in the face-to-face classroom.
Revision is a key component of the writing cycle, but students seem unsure as to whether their peers incorporate the feedback they provide. From a faculty perspective, making this revision component more prominent in the peer review process can help students to feel like the work they are doing is valuable, rather than repetitive. As a theme, students also mentioned that they were unsure of why they were asked to complete reviews online as well as in the classroom, mentioning they’d prefer to complete the reviews on paper in these cases. When integrating any technology into face-to-face instruction, instructors should provide students with the reason for doing so. In this students can see their work with an end benefit in mind, rather than as just another task.
As institutions increasingly place interest in student outcomes and interventions, pedagogy grows increasingly important. Instructors must think as much about the “whys” behind the incorporation of technology into their teaching as the implementation itself. From the quantitative observations and qualitative comments, it is evident students feel lost about the expectations of and, in some cases, resistant to their work when technology tools are introduced without making their role in student learning clear.

Strengths and Limitations
The intention of this research was to gain a basic understanding of students’ perceptions of their writing ability, and the utility they found in using the Eli Review system. While this approach was helpful in ascertaining future directions in training and faculty development, it does leave questions unanswered. 
Since the study was designed to measure student self-efficacy and perceptions of the usefulness of the Eli Review system, no measurements were made of the quality of student writing before the use of the Eli Review system and after. Therefore, we do not know whether or not Eli Review had impact on student writing outputs outside of students’ self-reporting.
Further, the control group for this study was weak, with only one course not using Eli Review represented. Therefore, comparisons of student perceptions of writing efficacy and feelings about peer review between Eli and non-Eli courses should be considered carefully.
Directions for Further Research
Researchers may wish to undertake an analytics-based investigation of Eli Review, and its impact on student writing. There are opportunities available for the measurement of student writing quality before and after use of the Eli Review system to facilitate peer review that have not yet been addressed.
The open-ended questions in this survey generated useful data and further questions. For example, there seems to be hesitancy on the part of international students to engage in the peer review process, as they feel they have little to contribute. This struggle with Eli Review is echoed by domestic students, who are concerned about the quality of the feedback they receive from ESL speakers. Researchers may find value in an investigation of these tensions.
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