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Criticism or Community? Breaking the Binary Thinking in Online Writing
Classes
Kara Mae Brown, University of California Santa Barbara
Students in online writing classes often struggle to provide constructive criticism in peer review.
Anonymous peer reviews have often been proposed as a solution to that problem, since students
may feel more comfortable providing criticism anonymously. Upper-division online writing
students were surveyed to see whether they preferred anonymous or named peer reviews. Students
largely preferred to receive reviews in which the reviewer identified his or herself so that there
could be further communication. However, students also preferred to write anonymous reviews
early in the quarter when they were still learning how to give effective criticism. More work is
needed to change student attitudes about feedback so that students better understand the value of
peer review.

The Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) Committee on Best Practices
for Online Writing Instruction’s Position Statement of Principles and Example Effective Practices for
Online Writing Instruction (OWI) states that “Appropriate onsite composition theories, pedagogies, and
strategies should be migrated and adapted to the online instructional environment” (2013). These
principles specifically reference peer review as a pedagogy that should be migrated into the digital,
interactive environment of online writing instruction because peer review exemplifies the kind of learnercentered and writing intensive practices that should be used in all writing instruction. However, executing
peer review in an online writing course is a difficult task. Students often undervalue the role of peer
review in the writing process. Technology itself can be a barrier to effective online peer review. Also,
students may shy away from offering criticism to peers they have never met face-to-face. In searching for
solutions to these online peer review problems, many have noted throughout the years the lack of research
on what works (Flynn, 2011; Tannacito, 2001). Even in his landmark manual, Teaching Writing Online:
How & Why (2009), Scott Warnock said, “in perusing books about online instruction, I found that peer
review is often glossed over or treated in a page or two” (p. 108).
And yet, despite the difficulties of online peer review and the lack of information on how to get it
right, we online writing instructors persist. After all, collaborative learning has a long and important
history in writing pedagogy (Bruffee, 1984; Elbow, 1973; Ede & Lunsford, 1990). Plus, there are
plenty of benefits to peer review in an online writing course. Students develop a meta-language about
writing and write discursively about writing in online peer review (Guardado & Shi, 2007, p. 453;
Rubin, 2002, p. 390). Some students find the online environment “non-threatening” as compared to
face-to-face interactions with their peers (Guardado & Shi, 2007, p. 445). Sometimes, students even
have fun with the process of online peer review process (Liu & Sadler, 2003, p. 218). Perhaps most
importantly, students report online peer review as being useful to their revision process (Tuzi, 2004,
p. 230).
However, whether or not technology is to blame, many have observed the lack of actual criticism
in online or electronic peer reviews. Many researchers have noted that student peer reviewers often
overly praise ineffective writing and fail to leave constructive or revision-based comments on their
peers’ work (Boase-Jelinek, Parker, & Herrington, 2013; Flynn, 2011; Liu & Sadler, 2003, p. 194).
Unsurprisingly, in some cases these un-critical reviews led to less revisions made by student writers
(Liu & Sadler, 2003, p. 214). Daniel Boase-Jelinek, Jenni Parker, and Jan Herrington (2013) inferred
that perhaps the lack of revisions in the student work in an online writing course was due to students’
misinterpretations or misunderstandings of a particular writing assignment. When using synchronous
chat applications to conduct peer review, Jun Liu and Randall W. Sadler (2003) noted that much of the
students’ time was dominated by “conversation maintenance,” in which students would help each
other use the technology rather than actual conversation about their writing (p. 210). Perhaps a
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student’s lack of confidence as a writer also contributes to a lack of evaluative feedback in online peer
review (Guardado & Shi, 2007, p. 458).
Some online writing instructors have argued for anonymous peer review as a solution to this
problem of a lack of constructive criticism in online peer reviews. The thinking is that students might
feel more comfortable critiquing their peers’ work if they can save face and offer that critique
anonymously. In fact, students frequently report their preference for reviewing their peers’ work
anonymously (Guardado & Shi, 2007, p. 456; Tannacito, 2001). However, anonymous peer review is
often offered as a solution at the expense of a sense of community in the classroom. After all, how
can students get to know one another and foster collaboration if they don’t know to whom they are
speaking? Ultimately, many instructors are comfortable with that sacrifice of a sense of community.
For instance, in Martin Guardado and Ling Shi’s (2007) assessment, the benefits of anonymous peer
review outweighed the concerns that anonymity may discourage a sense of community (p. 446).
Paradoxically, online students may struggle with peer review precisely because of a lack of a
sense of classroom community. In a study of online peer review groups using Henri’s framework for
interactivity, wherein increased interactivity is equated with increased learning, Huahui Zhao, Kirk P.
H. Sullivan, and Ingmarie Mellenius (2014) found that indeed, greater interaction in their online class
led to greater social presence and that greater social presence led to greater collaboration (p. 817).
Reneta Lanisquot and Christine Rosalia (2015) also found that their students’ online peer reviews
were stronger and led to more revision when there were more frequent opportunities for interaction (p.
115). Paul Anderson, Becky Bergman, Linda Bradley, Magnus Gustafsson, and Aurora Matzke (2010)
suggested that a greater sense of personal connection to their peers would help students develop
intrinsic motivation for peer review, since they would be more invested in that peer’s success (p. 315).
In my own online writing courses, I too have observed the lack of constructive criticism in peer
review. However, the idea that the use of anonymous reviews and fostering a sense of community
were mutually exclusive seemed like an overly simplistic way of thinking about the affordances and
limitations of an anonymous review. I did not trust that this binary would hold true in all cases—that
students would always provide better feedback anonymously or that anonymous peer reviews would
always hinder the development of a sense of community. Instead, I was interested in finding out if
there were ways to use anonymous peer reviews strategically in an online writing class, perhaps at
particular moments in the semester or for particular kinds of writing assignments.
I decided to explore this question by surveying students in an online advanced interdisciplinary
writing course I taught at a private university with an emphasis on experiential learning. During the
semester that I conducted the survey, I taught two sections of the course with a total of 28 students
The class brought together upper-division students from a variety of majors to work together to use
their disciplinary perspectives to solve wicked problems, or problems that are so big as to require
multiple perspectives to solve them. Students in this course completed three major writing
assignments, as follows:
1) Fact Sheet about a Discipline. Students completed this assignment individually, creating a
fact sheet about their own discipline in order to teach their classmates about that discipline.
2) Literature Review about a Wicked Problem. For this assignment, students worked in
interdisciplinary teams to choose a problem to address. Then, students worked individually to
do a literature search in their own discipline on that problem. Students then used the genre of
the literature review to report their findings back to their interdisciplinary team.
3) Proposal of a Solution. For this culminating project, students work together as an
interdisciplinary team to propose a solution to their problem. These proposals could take the
form of a policy proposal, a petition, a community proposal, or even a business plan.
Each of these projects went through a vigorous review and revision process, including a first draft that
received an anonymous and a named peer review, responses to those peer reviews, an instructor review,
and a response to the instructor review before the revision for a final draft. In this process, each student
had to write both an anonymous and a named peer review and receive both an anonymous and a named
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peer review. After this process, students responded to a brief survey asking them which review they
preferred to write and which review that they received seemed most effective.
I also asked students to rate the difficulty of each assignment, thinking that students’ perceptions of
difficulty may have an affect on which type of peer review they preferred. On a 1–5 scale, with one being
least difficult and 5 being most difficult, the average rating of difficulty for each assignment was 3.17,
3.75, and 3.86 respectively. Students also rated the overall effectiveness of the peer review, with each
peer review rating hovering at approximately a 4 in terms of effectiveness.
By and large, students preferred to receive reviews where they knew the identity of their reviewer.
Across all three projects, 45% of students preferred these named reviews, compared to 30% who
preferred the anonymous review and 25% who expressed no preference. Students primarily gave the
desire for further communication with their peer reviewer as the reason for their preference for the named
review. Students valued being able to follow up with their peer reviewer to ask additional questions or to
clarify points from the peer review. However, at times the preference for one review over the other
seemed to simply come down to the luck of the draw. That is, sometimes one review was just better than
the other. One student observed, “I think that it has less to do with the method and more to do with the
reviews themselves—there was only one suggestion from the open review, and it referenced addressing a
formatting error.” Additionally, there was a significant jump in students who preferred the anonymous
peer review for the third and final assignment, which was also ranked as being the most difficult. It was
also the assignment that was completed entirely as a team. It may be useful in the future to tease out the
relationship between difficulty of the assignment and the preference for the anonymous peer review or to
explore the ways in which a collaborative writing project might create a need for an anonymous review.
In terms of students’ preference for the type of review they wrote, there was a significant jump
between the first and second assignments. For the first assignment, 34% of students preferred to put their
name on the peer review they wrote, while for both the second and third project, that number jumped to
53%. This suggests that students became more comfortable with reviewing their peers and perhaps had
built up the confidence needed to feel pride in their work as reviewers. The move towards wanting to
identify themselves as the reviewer of their peers’ text might also suggest that anonymous reviews can be
used as an effective stepping-stone in teaching students to give and receive feedback. Using this
information, online writing instructors might design assignment sequences that use anonymous peer
reviews target specific skills.
Of course, as with any small-scale survey of this kind, the information is far from definitive. We can
only take the hints that these data provide and try new strategies for teaching online peer review. Indeed,
new strategies are needed because the issues with a lack of criticism in online peer review persist. As one
student in the class surveyed put it:
I think it’s the same issue with all the peer reviews. People are still not honest enough. I think they are
more honest though through the internet than if we actually had class and we would face each other;
however, in the end people are still too afraid to really write what they think, myself included. I wouldn’t
have the problem if I had to do a peer review for a good friend. I don’t blame my peers, I blame the
system. We have to be taught when we’re very young that it’s ok and even helpful to criticize everything
that we encounter in a respectful way, without being afraid.
Perhaps what this project really shows is the need to educate students on the writing process itself.
Students, it seem, have an agonistic understanding of the process of giving and receiving feedback. Rather
than understanding feedback as collaboration and as a part of what it means to work in a community of
writers, students have only negative associations with having their work critiqued. It may indeed turn out
that it is less about having either community or criticism but rather than one needs community in order to
have criticism.
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Crossing Wires with Google Apps: Jumpstarting Collaborative Composing
Daniel L. Hocutt, Old Dominion University
Maury Elizabeth Brown, Old Dominion University
This paper presents results from a multi-year, two-school combined study of student attitudes
toward the use of Google Apps for Education (since renamed G Suite for Education) for
collaborative composing in first year composition classes. Preliminary results suggest that
remediating the composing process as collaborative, convenient, and cloud-based in Google Docs
via Google Drive resulted in a remediation through reform of traditional composition pedagogy.

First-year writing classes allow composition teachers to introduce or re-introduce students to genre as
social activity (Miller, 1984, 1994) and composition as part of the rhetorical situation. Teachers combine
pedagogical techniques with available technologies to teach composition as a social function.
Composition texts and theory focus on writing as a social practice (Bazerman, 1994, 2004; Bruffee, 1984;
Gaillet, 2009; Miller, 1984, 1994), but students often see themselves as writing independently for their
teachers (Sommers, 1980; Yagelski, 1995). Identifying and critically examining and testing technologies
that can be used with constructivist pedagogies to demonstrate the benefits of composing in social
environments can be difficult and time consuming for composition teachers and researchers alike.
One such technology is Google Apps for Education (renamed G Suite for Education since conducting
this study). Two applications in particular, Google Docs and Google Drive, enable cloud-based, granular
file sharing along with synchronous and asynchronous collaborative composing. Among the collaborative
features embedded in these applications are synchronous group composing and commenting, capabilities
that are not offered by other word processors or file sharing services. Composing practices made possible
by these Google applications enable and encourage a writing experience that reinforces students’ social
composing experiences.
This paper summarizes results of a multi-year study conducted by Maury Elizabeth Brown
(Germanna Community College) and myself of students’ attitudes toward using Google Docs and Google
Drive for composing in two first year composition environments: rural campuses of Germanna
Community College around Fredericksburg, Virginia, and the campus of the University of Richmond
School of Professional and Continuing Studies in Richmond, Virginia. We used a mixed-methods survey
that collected quantitative and qualitative data. This paper reports out a subset of data collected between
2013 and 2015 to demonstrate ways that critically incorporating Google Apps for Education into the firstyear composition classroom resulted in remediated pedagogy, student, and instructor roles and activities.
Following reflexive, iterative coding practice (Sullivan & Porter, 1997; Cresswell, 2016), we found the
following themes generated the largest number of total comments: privacy (positive value), accessibility
(positive value), feature comment, and collaboration (positive value).
The survey was designed to capture students’ end-of-term reflections on the effectiveness of Google
Docs for composing and their attitudes toward using Google Docs and Google Drive as the exclusive
tools for composing, including invention, drafting, revising, finalizing, submitting, and reviewing. Both of
us required that work on major compositions be completed in Google Docs and shared, with the instructor
and with classmates or a group of classmates, from start to finish. That is, we asked students to brainstorm
in Google Docs shared with the instructor and/or fellow students; to take notes and compose drafts in
shared documents; to conduct peer reviews in Google Docs using Comment and Suggesting features; to
submit drafts for grading to the instructor as shared Google Docs; and to review instructor feedback in the
shared document as well. Our decision was based in part on our own personal and professional
experiences using Google Docs for collaborative composing, in part on our pedagogical interest in
engaging early college writers in explicitly social composing practices, and in part on our research interest
in understanding the way digital affordances influence student composing practices. Although we
collected data about peer editing, the focus of our study was on the effectiveness of Google Docs and
Google Drive for composing, not specifically on peer review or collaboration processes or methods.
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Narrative responses to questions related to the effectiveness of Google Drive were collected in the
survey. Questions included a quantitative question followed by a qualitative prompt inviting a narrative
elaboration on the quantitative response. Only the narrative responses to the qualitative prompts were
coded for the purposes of this study. The survey addressed the effectiveness of Google Drive.
• Will you continue using Google Drive after leaving this class? Why/why not? What factor or
factors affected your decision?
• Has using Google Drive in the class affected your attitude toward “cloud computing” (saving,
accessing, and sharing files and folders online, not on/from your own hard drive)? Why/why
not? What factor or factors informed your response?
• What would you consider the most important benefit of using Google Drive in a composition
class? Why? What factor or factors contributed to this selection?
• How would you rate your experience using Google Docs this semester? Why? What factor or
factors contributed to this rating?
The survey also collected information on participants’ attitudes toward Google Drive by asking the
following questions.
• What did you LIKE about using Google Drive in the classroom this semester?
• What did you DISLIKE about using Google Drive this semester?
• How did you feel knowing that others in the class could read your papers?
• What was the EASIEST part of using Google Drive?
• What was the most DIFFICULT or most CONFUSING part of using Google Drive?
• How did using Google Drive change your composing/writing process?
The narrative responses collected from these questions, upon iterative analysis seeking recurrent
themes, resulted in the following codes and categories.
• Transferability
• Usability (which included neutral, positive, and negative positions)
• Privacy (which included neutral, positive, and negative positions)
• Relation to Other Tools
• Accessibility (which included positive and negative positions)
• Collaboration (which included positive and negative positions)
• Cost
• Writing Process
• Feature Comment
One theme that did not emerge from coding was the term or concept “social” or “social composing.”
We chose not to address directly the concept of social composing in the survey to test if the concept
emerged in other ways. We saw evidence that social “flow” between participants was valued through
respondents’ positive values in the Collaboration code, in positive values in the Privacy code, and in the
Transferability code, as it relates to using the technology as inherently shareable in (presumably) groupor team-based settings within and beyond the class.
A total of 107 participants voluntarily responded to the survey in the timeframe of this study, coming
from seven different Germanna Community College sections and two different University of Richmond
sections. Response rates were calculated by question since all questions were not required, ranging from
the lowest response rate of 59% to the highest response rate of 85%. Based on the number of responses
related to coded categories, the following themes generated the largest number of total comments: privacy
(positive value), accessibility (positive value), feature comment, and collaboration (positive value).
Privacy. We used the Privacy code to represent some level of concern about the privacy of data.
Privacy was often closely related to accessibility; frequently accessibility was considered positive while
privacy was considered a concern, sometimes within the same respondent’s answers. The code addresses
transparency inherent in the shared composing space. The positive value of Privacy was coded in 49
responses (45% of total Privacy-coded responses) to a single question, “How did you feel knowing that
others in the class could read your papers?” For comparison, the negative value of Privacy was coded in
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22 responses (20% of Privacy-coded responses) to the same single question, while the neutral (neither
positive not negative) value of Privacy was coded in 38 responses (35% of Privacy-coded responses)
across several different questions.
Accessibility. We used the Accessibility code to represent the ability to access files from multiple
locations and platforms, and to reliance on an internet connection for access. This code was generally,
although not always, related to Google Drive being a cloud-based platform. The positive value of
Accessibility was coded in 57 responses (80% of total Accessibility-coded responses) to several different
questions. For comparison, the negative value of Accessibility was coded in 12 responses (17% of
Accessibility-coded responses) to several questions, while the neutral value was coded in 2 responses
(just 3% of Accessibility-coded responses). Accessibility was valued as overwhelmingly positive among
responses coded for Accessibility.
Feature Comment. We used the Feature Comment code to represent a broad variety of comments on
Google Docs and Google Drive features, including security and reliability. Responses coded for Feature
Comment generally identified and commented on a specific feature that was not coded as Collaboration
or Privacy. Comments were about the experience of using the tool itself. The Feature Comment theme
was coded in 74 total responses, 34 (46% of Feature Comment codes) in response to the question “What
was the EASIEST part of using Google Drive?” Another 10 responses (14% of responses coded for the
Feature Comment theme) were in response to the question “What did you DISLIKE about using Google
Drive this semester?”
Collaboration. We used the Collaboration code to represent the ability to share resources, give and
receive feedback, participate in peer review, and participate in a discourse community that often included
the instructor. While the themes of Privacy and Accessibility contribute to responses related to social flow
in use of the tool, we take the Collaboration code to most directly represent the functional aspects of
social composing. The Collaboration theme with a positive value was coded in an overwhelming 137 total
responses (86% of all Collaboration-coded responses). For comparison, no responses were coded neutral
for Collaboration, while only 23 responses (14% of all Collaboration-coded responses) were coded
negative for Collaboration.
Data coded for analysis came from qualitative responses to the mixed-method survey. We used
iterative coding passes to arrive at the four themes listed above. The first pass yielded 14 codes. Not all
responses were coded; those that contained aberrations, such as random text, inane responses (like “blah”)
or less meaningful responses (“no,” “yes,” “idk”), were removed. A second coding pass revealed the
opportunity to collapse codes into nine related, or partially related, categories. From these categories,
based on larger numbers of comments, we settled on the four themes noted above: Privacy, Accessibility,
Feature Comment, and Collaboration.
A recurring concept among participant responses related to Collaboration was an appreciation for
peer review and its results. Among those responses, the following stood out as particularly significant.
• “I could get feedback from teacher and peers about my paper.”
• “The ability to read other people’s stuff and get feedback from other people.”
• “The ability to collaborate with my instructor and classmates on one document.”
• “Being able to peer review others work without the pressure of time in the classroom and
distractions.”
Given the overwhelming number of responses related to Collaboration with a positive value, these
and other results suggest participants found useful, even likable, the activities of peer review: receiving
feedback from their peers, giving feedback to their peers, and involving the instructor in peer review. It’s
worth noting the three areas of focus that emerged in comments related to Collaboration. Participants
commented on their own participation as writer and as reviewer, on their peers’ participation as
reviewers and commentators, and on the instructor’s participation as collaborator when they provided
responses coded to the Collaboration theme. We interpret this recognition of three areas of focus in peer
review—self, peers, instructor—to be integral to students’ growing understanding of composing as a
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social process. A selected list of comments coded Collaborative, categorized by areas of focus (self, peer,
or instructor), provides a broader picture of participants’ recognition of composing as a social activity.
Our expectation, given so many comments about collaboration, was that having students use these
tools for all composing activities—including peer review—would reinforce the social nature of
composing and help students recognize, perhaps appreciate, the collaborative affordances of the
technology. We did not achieve this universally. On the contrary, we received a number of negative
comments about the technology and its use for collaboration. Participants reported frustration and
difficulty with: Setting up and starting to use Google Drive; Managing files and folders in Google Drive;
Learning what the buttons and icons represent; Opening files in the right folder; and the lack of advanced
features often available in computer-based applications. And one student said what several students
clearly felt: “I did not enjoy some of the collab work we did in class. In fact some of it was actually
annoying to have others on the same document you were working on.”
However, several of the comments demonstrate that something more than appreciation for
collaboration and peer review was at work in their experiences. Specifically, Google Docs as tool and
medium appeared to be the root of their appreciation, and their appreciation for the process of peer review
appeared to reside in the collaborative technological affordances themselves. For example, the response “I
liked that I was able to peer review at home and receive comments on my paper online, so that I could go
back and revise my paper” indicated that making a paper available online “in the cloud” for review at the
reviewer’s chronological and spatial convenience was valued by reviewers. And the same reviewer, who
also wrote and posted a paper for peer review, valued the ability to post the paper for review and to
receive feedback in the same document where revision would occur. While this process could be done
asynchronously in a Microsoft Word or other word processing document posted to a Learning
Management System (LMS) or Dropbox-like cloud storage space, achieving the level of convenience and
seamlessness for writing and reviewing in the same document is unique to Google Docs in Google Drive.
Similar responses reiterate the value of drafting, reviewing, and revising in the same document. For
example, another participant shared that “I like that I can peer review with classmates online instead of
commenting [sic] on their real paper.” The term “real paper” refers to print on paper, while the concept
“peer review with classmates online” represents the specific affordance provided by Google Docs of
commenting on the paper itself within the word processing interface, either by adding suggestions or
commenting on specific words or phrases. Another explicitly commented on the single interface in
valuing “the ability to collaborate with my instructor and classmates on one document.”
More complexly, another participant valued “Being able to peer review others [sic] work without the
pressure of time in the classroom and distractions.” This comment articulated several aspects of the peer
review process: that completing it in a traditional face-to-face classroom must be done within a particular
time-frame in a specific place that can be distracting; that the ability to complete peer review outside that
environment removed constraints of time and space in completing the review; and that the presence of the
document to be reviewed in the always-available interface made the process somehow more convenient.
Shifting the processes involved in composing, including peer review, to Google Drive effectively
expanded the boundaries of the composing experience beyond the walls figurative and literal,
chronological and spatial—of the face-to-face classroom. Peer review involved multiple students, all of
whom could access the Google Docs draft in Google Drive beyond the time and place of class, could add
comments to others’ drafts, and could receive others’ feedback in their own drafts that could then be
directly incorporated and resolved in the same interface and document. Such activity represents what
Bolter and Grusin (1995) referred to as remediation for reform, in this case reform of both the time-space
structure of the classroom to make “a good thing even better” (Bolter and Grusin, 1995, p. 351) and
reform of the reality of peer review, from a paper- and writer-centered classroom-based experience to a
virtual process of collaboration.
Additional responses about the value of collaboration point to an even deeper remediation of self and
identity as described by Bolter and Grusin that happened as a result of shifting composing practices into
Google Docs via Google Drive. Self, peer, and instructor—the three areas of focus mentioned earlier—
were engaged as equally valued collaborators in the collaborative process of composing. Consider the
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following comments as they articulate the relationship of self (as writer), peers (as reviewers), and
instructors (as reviewers) to one another. “I could get feed back from teacher and peers about my paper”;
“Sharing documents, ease in commenting to and from peers and professor”; “Sharing with my teacher to
revise my essays”; “the collaboration with my professor”; “the peer review and comments from our
professor were extremely helpful and much appreciated”; “Commenting with my teacher and fellow
classmates. Seeing other people's opinion on my work” (all emphasis added). Each of these comments
represents value found in collaboration among self, peers, and instructor using Google Docs via Google
Drive. Since sharing permissions were set so instructors and peers alike were able to review drafts as
works-in-progress throughout composing activities, composing was not simply collaborative: it was
inherently collaborative and inherently involved all three areas of focus as collaborators in producing
compositions.
If peer review was conceived by participants as happening beyond the boundaries of the classroom
through remediation as reform, we argue that instructor and student identities were also extended beyond
standard boundaries and roles through the remediated experience of composing in Google Docs and
sharing via Google Drive. Instructors and peers alike collaborated with students on their drafts;
participant responses indicated little qualitative difference between the feedback offered by peers and that
offered by instructors. We suggest that the remediation of the composing process as collaborative,
convenient, and cloud-based in Google Docs via Google Drive resulted in a remediation through reform
of traditional pedagogy. While we can’t discount the role of power dynamics at work in our classrooms,
and the likelihood that some of the responses to the survey instrument represented a desire to please the
instructor, we also can’t deny ways respondents treated instructor and peer as equally active collaborators
in composition. We believe that perception of equality—the remediated roles of writer, reviewer, and
instructor—emerges as a result of using Google Drive for collaboration and composing.
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