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A Technophobe Recants:

An Argument for Trying Peer Review on the Internet

There are only two reasons why I endorse using Internet technology for students to peer review their writing: I was a complete technophobe and I had miserable experiences as a student with peer-review.
I did not log on to the Internet until my senior year of college. You might be saying to yourself “I first logged on well after that.” That may be true, but consider that I graduated in 2000. While my fellow Generation Xers welcomed the World Wide Web, I avoided it like a trip to the dentist. As a sophomore, I dropped British Literature II and switched my major to journalism when a professor compelled us to use the class Web site. When I ran the sports section of the New York University’s newspaper, every other editor encouraged electronic submissions. I forced my writers to save their articles on disks and walk them over to my office. Once I missed a deadline because a writer tripped over a Columbus Day Parade float and sprained his ankle on the 68-block walk from his apartment. I tried e-mail only out of necessity: I spent a semester in Florence, desperately wanted to write to my girlfriend back home and could never remember the Italian word for stamp (francobollo, if you’re going there).

I have grown comfortable, even proficient, with the Internet in the last few years. But what does this have to do with peer-review? I had a horrible time with that as a student, too. Unlike my Internet reluctance, my failure with peer review can be blamed on my English teachers. They served me phenomenally well, except for making it painfully obvious to my classmates that they held me in high esteem. This denied me any chance at successful peer-review, because I was denied peers. By referring to me as one of their “writers” and “a future English major,” my teachers inadvertently ensured that I would never have an authentic review session. And I needed it. My style was so ostentatious and inflated that my prose could have appeared in the American Heritage Dictionary between pretender and preterit (982). See what I mean? Perhaps my pretension soured the experience for my peer reviewers, but then why didn’t my classmates point to this area where I clearly needed improvement? Because my teachers anointed me, so any knocks on my writing would be disagreeing with the teachers, and therefore wrong. Conversely, classmates were intimidated to show their work to me out of some foolish belief that I knew more than them about their writing. Complicating this dynamic, I was a beefy member of the football and ice hockey teams. Who wanted to tell me my essay lacked focus? Consequently, I, and everyone I worked with, lost an educational opportunity.

Why do I tell these stories together? Because using the Internet to peer review would have created a much better experience. I wish we had the Internet for peer review when I was a kid. I apologize for sounding like my grandfather, who bemoaned his long walk uphill (both ways) to school, but if my teachers had access to the Internet we could have achieved the peer-review goals that seem unrealized in so many classrooms.

I envision a system where students can post their writing anonymously on a secure Web site. This will remove the face-threats caused by different social standings that stem from race, gender, class, popularity, etc. Teachers could facilitate this process by posting their assignments and rubrics on the same Internet page as their students’ writing. Therefore, a peer from across the street or across the country could log on and help the writer gain a sense of authentic audience and rhetorical effect, while ensuring the assignment’s goals are met. I realize this is a broad sketch, but I believe the teachers who know composition more than computers must lead this revolution. There cannot be a war between technocrats and technophobes. Otherwise no one can fully enjoy the benefits of “virtual peer review” or VPR (Breuch 11).

WHAT THE FEARFUL FEAR

Critics of VPR, or all programs that advocate a shift to the Internet, fear a general level of discomfort on the part of many teachers, a loss of the human element, and poor implementation of previous technologies. But their chief objection is a perceived lack—or unequal distribution—of access to technology. Critics worry the superabundance of funding in some areas will widen the economic divide between schools, instead of bridging it. Bruce predicts “devastating consequences for democratic education” (222). Selfe believes teachers will “hesitate to tie lengthy writing assignments to computers when only half the class can work effectively on their drafting efforts after school hours” (121). Moran fears a “function of wealth and social class” will further divide the rich and poor of both districts and households (205-206).

This gap may have been true when the Internet first appeared publicly in the late 1980s and early 90s, but what Selfe calls the “growing schism between those academic institutions that can afford to buy into the technological age and those that cannot” (119) has stopped growing. In fact, the have-nots are connecting to the Internet at a much faster rate than the haves. The number of American families with incomes less than $15,000 and Internet access increased 32.4 percent from December 1998 to August 2000. Families with incomes of $75,000 or higher increased less than one percent in the same span, according to the National Telecommunications and Information Administration. If those wildly disparate rates continue, the have-nots will catch up with the haves before 2012.

Another key component of access is the ease with which students and teachers can use the technologies. What Breuch calls “the frustration factor” (98) stems from a wide range of definitions of the phrase Internet-access. A slow connection might as well be no connection for some technologies. Clearly there is a need to outfit schools and students’ homes with the fastest access possible, but should we avoid using the Internet until that becomes a reality? Even if you are nodding right now, a spate of private and federal programs have already begun to wire American schools en masse. In an article about a Congressional hearing on oversights, New York Times reported that the Universal Service Administrative Company has spent $8.1 billion since 1998 to wire 30,000 school districts, most of which pay “10 cents on the dollar for equipment and Internet services” in its June 18, 2004 editions. That day, Atlanta Journal-Constitution estimated e-Rate, a federal initiative to wire schools and libraries, has spent $12 billion since 1998.

Still, some teachers are simply uncomfortable with new technologies regardless of their shape, size, complexion or level of efficiency. It is tough to dispute the why fix-it claim of teachers who have managed for years without computers. Some have tried technology and failed. So they find it “more frustrating than useful” (Breuch 101-102). Unfortunately for VPR,

The great majority of teachers now working in English programs have been trained as classical humanists or literary scholars. Given this educational background, most of us are personally invested in the value of traditional literary pursuits, in the areas of teaching, scholarship and publication. This background also determines how comfortable English teachers are with various instructional media. For most of us, the medium of choice is still print; books, journals, and papers are the currency of intellectual exchange, not computers, software, and technology. (Selfe 117)

Breuch noted that some critics worry the “human connection is lost in cyberspace” (28). Others suggest the technology is implemented poorly because they have observed students who “merely played with technologies rather than engaged in meaningful discussions” (1). Colavito shares that fear. He never specifically mentions VPR, but opposes technologies that create higher revision quantity, not quality. And he believes such technologies benefit only writers who are already strong.

Students revise more, sounds great, too, but how many of us have returned less-than-satisfactory essays and heard students claim that “But I spell/grammar checked it!” The amount, and overall quality, of revision fostered by writing with a computer is still open to question. Give a good writer a tool that can influence the amount of text produced and streamline the whole process of revising, bravo, we’ve verified that a good writer can use new tools to improve. Where is the treatment of the less-experienced writer? What good did technology do them? (Colavito 153)

WHAT THE BRAVE REAP

If you and your students have had positive experiences with peer review, VPR can make it better. If you and your students had peer-review experiences like mine, VPR can provide what the in-class version lacked. Let’s start with the less-experienced writer Colavito discussed and show what VPR does for that student. Remember my classmates who were tentative to workshop my writing or theirs because they feared I would show them up, or beat them up? Imagine if they could review with someone they could not see, did not know and therefore did not have any social status to judge. Duin & Hansen noted the anonymity of the Internet allows “greater participation” and encourages “voices that may otherwise be marginalized” (103-110).

That sounded very theoretical, so I wondered if the kind of experience I had with peer review still exists in real classrooms. After all, I graduated high school in a different millennium. Certainly peer-review methods must have improved, I assumed. But then I visited a K-12 parochial school on Long Island as part of my certification procedure. The school sends 100 percent of its graduating class to four-year colleges, but even such an elite environment has a pecking order. I observed a familiar sight when I sat in on an Advanced Placement Language & Composition course on Feb. 25, 2004. In my journal, I wrote about a teacher who had 

an enviable problem. She has one brilliant student. Some teachers never have any.

One of the 16 students is truly gifted. He asks insightful questions, helps his fellow students and writes well. English is not even his best subject. But the problem lies in that fact that his brilliance intimidates classmates. He does not act superior, he just is.

And he is in pretty good competition. All these students are college-bound and look the part. He is just beyond them and that became clear during a peer-review session. [The teacher] told her students to look at their partner’s essay from the point of view of a college admissions office. She said, “They will not call you up to ask, ‘What did you mean by this?’ But your job is not to make corrections. Make suggestions.” She continued, “Is the introduction grabbing the reader from the very first sentence? Does it get specific? Does it hold the reader’s attention? Is the conclusion memorable or is it just a summary? Anyone who hands you four pages, your immediate function is to find out what can be more concise.” Then she told her students to write a letter to the essayist with constructive criticism. She was also clear to note the constructive component: “There will never be anything written here in a harsh or pejorative manner. All criticism should be constructive.” Her final demand was, “Don’t dare say it was so wonderful I couldn’t find a thing.”

Then one girl said plaintively, “But I have Barry.”

The other 14 kids laughed. But [the teacher] rose to the challenge and asked Barry about his last assignment.

“Hey Barry, did I find things?”

Of course, [the teacher] fell into the same habit later. While the class reviewed a practice test, she posed a question that drew only one hand.

“Anybody but Barry?” she asked.

Clearly these classroom totem polls still exist. Fortunately, VPR allows students to trade that hierarchy for the “horizontal relationships” created by online anonymity (Jennings 47). Reading from transcripts of face-to-face and e-mail groups, Mabrito noticed that “high apprehensive” writers participated more frequently in electronic peer-review groups and offered more directive comments. They also incorporated more e-mail peer-review comments in their final revisions (qtd. in Breuch 18). That is VPR’s ability to enfranchise the disenfranchised. VPR can also eliminate some peer pressure, which Muriel Harris cites as a cause for “students to withhold negative comments” (378). Jennings noticed his students at the State University of New York-Albany waited for their friends’ assessments of their writing before assessing friends (44).

More importantly, the absence of this face-threat has a greater rhetorical value than its social one: it forces writers to rely on their writing instead of the “Y’know what I mean” grunts and gestures we always hear and see during face-to-face peer reviews. Because Internet peers cannot see the writer, there is no body language or any other method to convey meaning. The reviewer is more focused on the writer’s text than the writer. Also the reviewer will respond in writing because peers type their commentary instead of speak it. This means students write more. VPR makes “written communication king” because it emphasizes written response more than traditional peer review, which uses oral comments and actually downplays writing (Breuch 1-8). VPR is an exercise of writing rather than an exercise of speaking (Breuch 47). Unlike classrooms where a lot of talk allows “a student’s stumbling assurances about what she ‘really meant’ to shield flaws in her writing” (Jennings 43), VPR forces students to do “the one thing we work hardest to get them to do: write” (Harris & Pemberton qtd. in Breuch 47). Furthermore, because VPR can be conducted in real-time (with a chat room) or delayed time (by e-mail), additional writing and time would generate more thoughtful responses than the read-aloud-and-react-aloud model of in-class peer review. 

Of course, there are practical advantages, too. VPR reduces paper costs (Breuch 13). Students are not restricted by limits of classroom time or geography (Breuch 41). The use of the Internet provides writers a much wider range of authentic audiences than they are exposed to if their only resource is the school building. Another practical advantage is VPR’s ability to archive writing and suggestions made about it. Students cannot remember everything their group members shout out in a 40-mintue period. VPR allows students to save and categorize comments on their writing (Cyganowski 17). It also allows instructors to examine their students’ comments to ensure the discussion is task-oriented and valuable (Breuch 39-52). However, though teachers have access in VPR, they do not have to walk around the room inspecting groups like they do offline (Breuch 25). That makes it more student-centered.

Perhaps the most pertinent advantage of VPR is its real-world application. Online correspondence is no longer the wave of the future. It is the everyday reality for much of the workforce. Graduating the students who will hold those jobs without the skills to communicate would be like sending soldiers off to war without guns. Selfe & Wahlstrom believe we are at a crossroads:

If technology continues to develop as rapidly as it has in the past decade, we may have no choice in the matter. Our increasing use of computers as composing tools may force us to debate, investigate, explore, and revise our ideas about, our information on, and even our definitions of writing. The amount of research that needs to be done is staggering, but the fact that there is so much to do is also liberating. We are at the forefront of something significant, and virtually any research we perform, or any creative thinking we do, will yield valuable clues about how computer technology touches the most human of human activities—writing. (Selfe & Wahlstrom 64)

DATA, ANYONE?

This is nice in theory, but can it work? Or more importantly, has it worked? Well, high school and college students all over America have used computers for effective collaborative writing for nearly two decades. In fact, using electronic communication in the classroom is not such a radical concept: researchers have discussed its feasibility since 1945 (Bump 50). Here are some success stories:

· In 1990 at the University of Texas, students held small-group discussions on a computer network. Students preferred computer-assisted discussion to face-to-face groups two-to-one; that was before widespread Internet usage made most college-age students comfortable with the medium. Eighty-two percent of graduate students, 84% of seniors and half of freshmen felt the online element allowed everyone to contribute. One student, who “never said anything in the classroom since 10th grade,” felt empowered. A Hispanic student noted “the computer only has one color” (Bump 50-55).

· As early as 1987, American high school students have maintained dialogues or shared writing with students in Australia, Israel, Mexico, Japan and the former Soviet Union (Bowen 119-121).

· Currently at UCLA, students on campus and at 356 other institutions worldwide (including 55 junior and senior high schools) use Calibrated Peer Review™, which allows students to submit their work on the Internet anonymously and have it reviewed by peers or professionals. Prior to reviewing, peers refine critical-thinking and reading skills by using online tutorials (Chapman 1).

· At DePaul University, researchers compared 400 papers from 100 freshmen in a collaborative computer class. More than half revised organizational focus instead of mechanical concerns (Cyganowski 79).

· At Babson College students corresponded electronically with counterparts at Skidmore College (186 miles away). One student explained the advantage: “When writing to someone in class, I can talk to them if they do not understand a point. When writing to Babson, I found that I was concentrating on giving a complete critique. I also found a new freedom because I did not have to worry about the Babson student getting upset with me.” Marx cites Plato’s argument in the Phaedrus which casts writing, unlike speech, as a limited form of communication because it can neither explain nor defend itself. VPR eliminates the opportunity for spoken discourse to clarify writing (26-34).

· Zoetrope.com is not in the academic arena, but operates in a fashion similar to VPR. The Web site created by director Francis Ford Coppola allows writers to submit screenplays, novellas, short scripts, poetry, flash fiction, photos, storyboards, costumes, scenic design, graphics, songwriting, film scoring, sound design and short stories for online peer review. Since it launched June 21, 2000, zoetrope has acquired 66,283 members; 44,715 submissions have been reviewed 316,545 times (Edgar). That is the power of VPR.

· At SUNY-Albany a computer-networked class produced 30-40 percent more writing than its non-networked equivalent (Jennings 46).

FEAR NOT, FRIENDS

The task seems daunting, but is worthwhile. Though critics such as Moran suggest we should not endorse technologies that teachers and students do not have in abundance, it should be noted that he espoused that belief while teaching at University of Massachusetts. That school, in a state that ranked 50th in per-capita support for public post-secondary education, offered only 100 public-access PCs for 17,000 undergraduate and 6,000 graduate students (Moran 207-209). Perhaps his reference point was skewed. Preventing Internet-ready students from using VPR until everyone is connected is like forbidding Benjamin Franklin from conducting electricity experiments until all Colonists have kites. More importantly, Moran’s fears are being quelled. American public schools with Internet access rose from 37% in fall 1994 to 78% in fall 1997, according to the National Center for Education Statistics (Faigley 130).


Still, some may object to VPR’s teacherless environment. If skeptics fear:

· Students do not have enough skill at reviewing to do so without a proctor milling around the classroom: use a Web site like Calibrate Peer Review™ at UCLA, where students undergo interactive tutorials until they are ready to respond to another’s work. 

· Certain students will not be up to grade level with their reading or writing abilities: have teachers set maximum levels their students can interact with so sixth-graders cannot review papers written by Advanced Placement seniors.

· Undesirables will pose as students: restrict Web site access to students who have been registered by their teachers and have students sign-in with made-up screen names and individualized passwords.

· Anonymous student criticism will be too harsh or off-topic: design a section for writers to rate their reviewers and allow anyone who has an immediate concern to e-mail a system administrator.

· Students will plagiarize from the wealth of essays from faceless writers they are now exposed to: employ existing technology that does not allow users to cut-and-paste or print protected text.

· Teachers will have no idea if, or in what areas, students are focused:  archive every review session. With the infinite space afforded by the Internet, a teacher could check work from yesterday or 10 years ago.

Even if skeptics believe VPR is not a tool of the present, it is certainly the tool of the future. Should we be as blind as the early 20th century teachers who railed against the pencil and eraser because they believed “students would do better, more premeditated work if they didn’t have the option of revising?” There was also a no-crossing out rule, which must boggle the minds of writing teachers who “now routinely warn students that writers never get it right the first time, and we expect them to revise their work endlessly until it is polished to perfection” (Baron 31). 


This may be the perfect time, and VPR may be the perfect mechanism, to unite established pedagogy with explosive technology.

As our students are coming of age, a new medium is coming of age along with them—the medium of computer networks. It’s no wonder that students think of this medium as theirs … On computer networks, whether local or wide, students pursue learning on their own terms. (Tornow 222)


Tornow points out a fundamental truth: “Writing teachers simply cannot afford to ignore the fact that writing is increasingly an activity that occurs online” (27). Endorsing VPR could bring together an educational landscape that some see as divided between the techno-haves and the techno-have-nots. I don’t see it that way. I simply see techno-haves, and techno-have-not-yets.
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