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Abstract - This paper explores how students’ prior perceptions of peer review mediate the way they execute peer review. 
Whereas learners’ perceptions of peer review have always been a major area of study in the literature of ESL writing, many 
studies mainly explored learners’ perceptions as the outcome of the peer review activity by conducting post-
interviews/survey to examine students’ perceptions of peer review at the end of the course. Instead of seeing learners’ 
perceptions as the end-product of the activity, this study investigates how learners’ prior perceptions of peer review affect 
how they strategically mediate the activity in terms of the use of mediating strategies and choice of language. Two in-depth 
case studies of paired students who implemented peer review in an English writing course were conducted. They were native 
Cantonese-speaking students studying S.1 (equivalent to Grade 7) in a band-one school in Hong Kong that adopts English as 
the medium of instruction. Multiple sources of data were collected, including recordings of dyadic peer review sessions, 
stimulated recalls, and interviews.  Results show that students’ positive perceptions of effectiveness of peer review propelled 
their adoption of scaffolding strategies to intensify peer interactions. Moreover, their belief in improving English speaking 
skills through peer review also motivated them to interact with each other in English instead of their mother tongue. The 
research paves the way for further research on the role of students’ prior perceptions in influencing how students may 
evaluate the writing task and how they identify themselves as the reviewer/the writer during peer review. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 
Whereas most studies focus on exploring whether 
peer review in the ESL writing classroom brings 
positive outcomes to the writing draft in terms of the 
improvement in content and language, learners’ 
perceptions of peer review have always been one of 
the focuses in peer review literature. Many empirical 
studies have been carried out which examine 
students’ perceptions of peer review. Jacobs et al 
(1998) found that 93% of students preferred feedback 
from other students as one type of feedback from 
their survey with 91 Taiwanese ESL students. In 
Mendonca and Johnson’s study (1998), the 
participants revealed their positive attitudes towards 
peer review, as they generally agreed that peer review 
had been useful, which was the same as Lee’s (1997) 
study, in which participants reported positive 
comments on peer review. Chaudron (1984) revealed 
that students perceived peer feedback as of equal 
importance as teachers’ comments; similarly, the 
results of the post-questionnaires in Hirose’s (2012) 
study showed that students who experienced written-
plus-spoken feedback enjoyed written feedback more 
and obtained more ease in writing in English at the 
end of the course when compared with those who 
received written feedback only. 
Although some students hold positive perceptions of 
peer review, many studies have shown that students 
tend to have negative inclination to the activity. In 
Zhang’s study (1995), eighty-one academically 
oriented ESL learners who had experienced three 
types of feedback including teacher, peer, and self-

directed feedback, indicated their preferences in a 
questionnaire that they overwhelmingly preferred 
teacher feedback. Similar findings have been 
documented in Amores’ (1997) study, in which 
students placed less value on peer-editing compared 
with teacher editing of their work. Sengupta (1998) 
also carried out an exploratory investigation of a 
secondary school writing class in Hong Kong, in 
which the interviewed students thought that [their 
peers] were not the teachers and the only real 
[reviewers] could only be someone whose English 
was excellent. This agreed to Smith et al. (2002), who 
noted that although students communicated a higher 
level of confidence in the peer process over time and 
continual experience with peer review, ‘‘the unease 
about fairness and consistency remained’’ (Smith et 
al, 2002, p. 76), and such students’ discomfort and 
negativity can be attributed to the problematic power 
relations that students associate with assessing their 
peers. Nelson and Carson (1998) conducted a micro 
ethnographic study that investigated Chinese and 
Spanish-speaking students’ perceptions of peer 
review in an ESL composition class. Results of the 
interviews indicated that both students deemed 
comments regarding language as ineffective, since 
many of the problems pointed out by their peers were 
on the word or sentence level and were not helpful in 
terms of helping them to better their overall writing 
quality. They also preferred the teachers’ comments 
rather than those of their peers. Further, Chinese 
students seemed to be more reluctant to identify the 
problems of their peers. Nelson and Carson therefore 
concluded that the overview of peer review 
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effectiveness revealed in their study was not exactly 
in line with what process writing advocators had 
suggested. Instead of engaging in the learning process 
over time, students focused on finding mistakes and 
correcting them. Lockhart and Ng (1995) expressed 
similar concerns, noting that authoritative readers 
giving merely critical evaluation and identifying 
problems on their own reflected a product-oriented 
view of writing. 
Nevertheless, it seems that the above studies mainly 
explored learners’ perceptions as the outcome of the 
peer review activity because most of the studies 
mentioned above conducted post-interviews or post-
survey to examine students’ perceptions of peer 
review at the end of the activity. However, whether a 
learning activity is perceived as effective or rejected 
as inappropriate is highly associated with learners’ 
prior perceptions of the activity. As Savignon (1997) 
asserts, “ultimate success in learning to use a second 
language most likely would be seen to depend on the 
attitude of the learner” (Savignon, 1997, p. 107). Peer 
review is a learner-based activity. One should not 
neglect the effect of learners’ prior perceptions on its 
effectiveness.  For example, if students underwent a 
smooth and effective peer review that provided them 
with constructive comments facilitating their 
revisions, they may be more likely to hold positive 
views to the activity. They may think that it is 
worthwhile to spend time on doing the activity 
because it really brings out improvement.  On the 
other hand, if students had a negative experience of 
peer review in the past, in which they received 
unhelpful comments, they may consider peer review 
ineffective and time-wasting. Learners may also 
doubt the expertise of their peers for reviewing their 
essays, or even just hate collaborative learning 
through peer review at the outset. Most important, 
these resulting perceptions may become important 
factors that influence how they execute subsequent 
peer review sessions by adopting different strategies 
in the future, thus further influencing their 
perceptions of peer review. 
Nelson and Carson (1998) conducted a micro 
ethnographic study that investigated Chinese 
students’ interaction styles and perceptions of peer 
response groups in ESL composition classes. The 
interview analysis revealed that the Chinese learners 
in the study perceived that the primary goal of peer 
review for the Chinese students was to maintain 
group harmony and that this goal affected the nature 
and types of interaction during the peer review 
process. The Chinese students were reluctant to 
initiate comments and when they did, they monitored 
themselves carefully so as not to cause conflicts 
within the group. Such careful self-monitoring 
behavior made them avoid any disagreement with 
their peers. They regarded contributions as intrusive, 
and they were forced to seek consensus in the group. 
However, Nelson and Carson’ study (1998) focused 
only on how students’ prior perceptions of the goal of 

peer review affect their interaction styles. However, 
exactly how such perceptions affect students’ 
adoption of mediating tools (e.g., interaction 
strategies and medium of interaction) is not 
comprehensively documented. The current paper 
postulates that learners’ perceptions of the peer 
review activity they experienced before, if any, can 
affect how students execute the activity in terms of 
how they strategically mediate the activity. These 
executional processes may also affect the way 
students experience the activity itself, giving rise to 
students’ final perceptions of the peer review activity. 
 
II. METHODS 

 
A. Participants 
Since secondary students are the under-explored 
population in peer review research, four S.1 
(equivalent to the first year of junior high school) 
students aged around twelve years old were chosen to 
be the participants in the current study. The mother 
tongue of these students was Cantonese, but they 
have been learning English as a foreign language 
since they were around three years old. All 
participants were selected from the same secondary 
school whose banding is number one and whose 
medium of instruction is English (EMI) in Hong 
Kong. Students studying in a band-one and EMI 
school in Hong Kong are usually regarded as having 
higher English proficiency and better academic 
performances than those studying in other lower-
banding schools. All participants were volunteers in 
the current research project who aim to improve their 
writing skills. Below are the general descriptions of 
their prior peer review experiences and their general 
perceptions of peer review before the writing course. 
Olivia: From the first interview, Olivia expressed that 
she had to conduct peer review irregularly in both her 
Chinese and English writing lessons in primary 
school, during which she had to exchange writing 
with her classmates and evaluate her peer’s writing 
by giving ticks on the evaluation form. However, she 
said that students were not explicitly encouraged to 
talk to each other. 
Aaron: In contrast to Olivia, Aaron had only a few 
experiences in peer review in primary school. During 
those few experiences, students were not allowed to 
talk to each other. 
Hazel: Hazel did not have peer review experiences in 
the past. However, she wanted to improve her 
writing, so she was very willing to take part in this 
activity so that she could receive more comments 
from others regarding her writing. 
Winnie: Similar to Hazel, Winnie did not have any 
peer review experiences in the past, but she thought 
that receiving comments from different parties could 
definitely facilitate her advancement in writing. She 
therefore welcomed the idea of peer review. 
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B. The Writing Course 
Upon receiving the parents’ consent, the participants 
were invited to take 12 sessions of a writing course. 
Each session lasted for around 90 minutes. The 
sessions aimed to develop students’ skills in writing 
mainly narrative writing. During the course, students 
were formally taught to write on five tasks, the topics 
of which include “A Homepage”, “A Diary Entry on 
School Picnic”, “A News Report”, “A Personal 
Letter”, and “A Story on Friendship”. Narrative 
writing was chosen because it is the most suitable 
mode of discourse to be introduced to S.1 students 
based on their cognitive development, and the fact 
that it is part of the S.1 curriculum. The genre-process 
approach was adopted to teach these writing genres. 
In other words, for each unit of writing, the context of 
the genre, metalanguage, and structural elements are 
clearly introduced to the participants. Students were 
asked to do their writing in class. If they could not 
finish it in class, they were allowed to finish it at 
home. The next lesson, they were asked to pair with 
another classmate to conduct peer review (Olivia & 
Aaron; Hazel & Winnie), during which they were 
allowed to discuss each other’s writing and gave 
relevant comments. Afterwards, participants had to 
revise their writing based on the peer feedback. 
C. The Study Design 
Before the writing course, the researcher interviewed 
participants about their past peer review experiences 
and perceptions of peer review. Then, in each lesson, 
the teacher gave students a writing topic and some 
guidelines to write. Students had to finish the writing 
in class or at home. The next session, the students 
were paired up, and they were given 30 minutes to 
conduct peer review. Peer evaluation forms were also 
given for their reference. The interactions of the first-, 
third-, and the last peer review sessions were audio-
recorded and transcribed to explore what sorts of 
activities and strategies were adopted during peer 
interaction. After each peer review session, students 
were asked to take part in a stimulated recall session 
individually, during which they were shown some 
episodes of the previous peer review session and was 
prompted to answer why they had certain strategies 
were adopted during the peer review process as well 
as what their feelings were towards some of the peer 
review instances. After the whole course, participants 
were interviewed by the researcher about their 
perceptions and opinions of their peer review 
experiences again. All the interviews and stimulated 
recall sessions were conducted in Cantonese, their 
mother-tongue, to facilitate their recalling process. 
The stimulated recalls and the interviews were also 
transcribed and analyzed to triangulate the data 
obtained from the transcripts of their interactions. 
 
III. FINDINGS 

 
Most studies have looked into students’ final 
perceptions of peer review, as revealed by the results 

of post-questionnaires or post-interviews. Little is 
known, however, of students’ initial perceptions of 
peer review, how they affected the use of strategies 
during peer review processes, and eventually shaped 
students’ final perceptions of peer review. The 
selected four students in the current study were 
interviewed after each peer review session through 
stimulated recalls to explore the reasons for the way 
they executed peer review. Their perceptions of peer 
review in the first place, how such perceptions might 
have influenced their strategy use in the subsequent 
peer review processes, and the eventual shaping of 
their final perceptions of peer review at the end of the 
course are interpreted and discussed in the current 
section. 
 
A. Students’ Prior Perceptions vs. Mediating 
Strategies 
When asked if they thought peer review was useful at 
the beginning and throughout the course, all selected 
students said that peer feedback was useful in terms 
of either improving their writing quality or learning 
some more insights by reading their peer’s work. 
Moreover, some students said that they could learn 
something when reading others’ essays. 
Perhaps because of such perceptions, it was observed 
that Hazel and Winnie took a serious approach to 
reviewing their peer’s essays. They first read their 
peer’s writing quietly, followed by interacting with 
their peer to express their views on it. Most of the 
interactions were intense, and this intensity was 
demonstrated by their use of scaffolding mechanisms, 
such as asking for clarifications for the meaning of 
their peer’s expressions or sentences, offering 
justifications of their peer’s comments, and giving a 
lot of useful advice to their peer. They also marked 
each other’s writings seriously. When they were not 
sure of their peer’s meaning, they asked for 
confirmation. Below are some examples of the 
scaffolding means adopted by the students during 
peer review in the current study: 
Asking for clarifications 
Winnie: And here I don’t know what is PS? 
Hazel: Primary school…. sorry I wrote it too fast… 
Offering justifications 
Aaron: So, you can write some more clearly about the 
school…the class… 
Olivia: What do you mean? 
Aaron: (Cantonese) How to say in English 8:05 a.m.? 
Olivia: What do you mean? 
Aaron: (Cantonese) Originally the school starts at 8: 
05 a.m., and ends at 3: 45 p.m. but you write at… 
Olivia: But I write here…it’s the starting time of the 
first real lesson, excluding the class teacher’s 
session… 
Aaron: I see… 
Providing advice 
Aaron: I don’t know how to spell some of the words? 
Olivia: I also had similar experience in the past. Why 
don’t you look up the dictionary? 
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Aaron: (Cantonese) I even don’t remember the initial 
alphabet of the words. 
Olivia: Then you can type in Chinese and then look 
up the words on the Internet. 
Aaron: I don’t know how to type in Chinese. 
Olivia: Use the Chinese writing board then. 
 
This serious attitude made the peer review 
interactions throughout the course quite intensive, 
and hence resulted in their positive perceptions of 
peer review at the end of the course. When students 
were asked whether the peer review they experienced 
in the current study could help them with the writing 
process in the post-interview, most of them revealed 
positive answers. For example, Aaron thought that 
peer review would help to improve the use of tenses 
in his writing because he was constantly reminded by 
his partner, Olivia, to use the simple past tense during 
peer review. Winnie also thought that she was given 
more insight into her the content of her writing when 
she was reading Hazel’s work, whereas Hazel thought 
that she learnt from Winnie to be a more careful 
editor when she proofread the language use of her 
writing in the future. 
 
B. Students’ Prior Perceptiosns vs. Language 
Choice 
In the first stimulated recall, three students (Olivia, 
Hazel, and Winnie) expressed that in addition to 
improving the writing quality, their communications 
skills in English could also be improved by engaging 
in peer interaction. For example, both Hazel and 
Winnie thought that English is very important in 
society, and they had to communicate in English with 
others in the future. Therefore, they would like to 
grasp every chance to practice English speaking, and 
the opportunities for them to interact in English in the 
present peer review activity could help them improve 
their English-speaking skills. 
Because they held a strong belief that peer 
interactions could help improve their speaking skills, 
Winnie and Hazel tended to communicate in English 
throughout the peer review processes. In addition, 
when they encountered expressions that they did not 
know, they endeavored to talk to each other in 
English to improve their speaking skills. For 
example, they used English to ask for clarifications or 
provide justifications: 
Winnie: … Also, next sentence, when I woke up, why 
were you late? 
Hazel: because my alarm did not go off. 
By the end of the course, both of them expressed their 
appreciation of being given a chance to practice 
English speaking skills, and they both thought that 
peer review was a good way to improve their 
English-speaking skills. 
The perceptions of Olivia were a bit different from 
those of Hazel and Winnie. She claimed in the first 
place that she was not given any chance to speak 
English in the past when conduiting peer review, so 

she loved to speak in English because she thought 
that her English speaking was better than Chinese 
speaking. She also thought that it was more 
convenient to express some comments in English 
since the activity was a peer review of an English 
writing. Because of such perceptions, she gave 
suggestions to her peer in English most of the time 
during peer review. For example: 
 
Olivia: I think you can write one more about your 
school teacher…you only write about yourself. 
(Giving suggestions) 
Similar to Hazel and Winnie, by the end of the 
course, she thought that peer review was also a good 
way to further improve her English communications 
skills. 
 
While most students loved using English to talk to 
their peer, Aaron preferred talking in his L1, 
Cantonese. For example, in the first stimulated recall, 
Anthony said that he did not have any experience in 
speaking in English during peer review in the past 
and expressed his love for talking in Cantonese 
because it was difficult to translate what he wanted to 
express from Cantonese into English. Although 
Aaron talked to his peer in English, he did so only 
because it was an English class. He said he hated 
talking in English, and if he really encountered 
expressions he did not know, he would use Cantonese 
to express himself. Such reluctance to communicate 
with the peer in English led to his occasional 
adopting of L1 during peer review, especially when 
expressing more complicated ideas: 
Aaron: So, you can write (some) more clearly about 
the school…the class… 
Olivia: What do you mean? 
Aaron: (Cantonese) How to say in English 8: 05 
a.m.? 
By the end of the interview, Aaron said that peer 
review would be more effective only if he could 
speak in Cantonese or adopt code-mixing: 
 
Aaron: I hate talking in English to talk. But because 
it’s an English class, I tried to talk in Eng. But I think 
it is difficult to communicate in English. If I didn’t 
know some of the words, I shifted to speak in 
Cantonese. I think it’s a better idea to allow us to 
adopt code-mixing. 
 
DISCUSSION 

 
Most research (e.g., Chaudron, 1984; Jacobs et al, 
1998; Lee, 1997; Zhang, 1995) documenting 
students’ perceptions of peer review has explored 
their final perceptions through the post-survey or 
interviews at the end of the whole peer review course. 
Such research offers no empirical data regarding 
students’ earlier perceptions of peer review. Drawing 
on the qualitative data obtained from the stimulated 
recalls as well as pre-/post- interviews, the present 
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study has provided a comprehensive review of how 
students’ prior perceptions of peer review at the 
beginning of the course affected the ways they 
strategically mediated the peer review processes, and 
hence affected their final perceptions of peer review. 
It should be noted that the initial perceptions of the 
peer review activity can affect the activity itself. For 
example, for participants who recognized the 
usefulness of peer review in improving their writing 
at the beginning, they treated the activity seriously 
and so executed the activity effectively, leading to 
desirable outcomes and their positivity of their final 
perceptions of peer review. Also, if students 
perceived peer review as an effective way to improve 
their English speaking skills, they might use English 
as the he communication means in peer interaction. If 
students preferred Cantonese, they used L1 during 
peer review, and their choice of adoption their mother 
tongue or English was further enhanced by the 
current peer review experiences. 
 
CONCLUSION 

 
This paper only covers one part of the major study—
how prior perceptions of peer review may affect 
students strategically mediate the activity. Taking the 
lens of the activity theory framework, such prior 
perceptions may also affect how students evaluate the 
writing tasks based on different criteria, how they 

recognize their roles as readers and writers, and 
finally how the whole learning community is shaped. 
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