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Abstract

Although peer review is a common practice in writing classrooms, there are still few studies that
analyze written patterns in students’ peer reviews across multiple institutional contexts. Based
on a sample of approximately 50,000 peer reviews written by students at the University of South
Florida (USF), Malmd University (MAU), and the University of Tartu (UT), this study examines
how students formulate criticism and praise, negotiate power relations, and express authority
and expertise in reviewing their peers’ writing. The study specifically focuses on features of
affective language, including adjectives, expressions of suggestion, boosters and hedges,
cognitive verbs, personal pronouns, and adversative transitions. The results show that across
all three contexts, the peer reviews contain a blend of foci, including descriptions and
evaluations of peer texts, directives or suggestions for revisions, responses to the writer or the
text, and indications of reader interpretations. Across all three contexts, peer reviews also
contain more positively glossed responses than negatively glossed responses. By contrast,
certain features of affective language pattern idiosyncratically in different contexts; these
distinctions can be explained variously according to writer experience, nativeness, and
institutional context. The findings carry implications for continued research and for instructional
guidance for student peer review.

Introduction

Timely, elaborate and detailed formative feedback has been shown to be unequivocally
beneficial for learning (Black and Wiliam 1998). However, with more and more constraints on
educational systems, instructors are often unable to provide the amount of feedback considered
necessary. Peer review has been generally seen as a viable complement, or in some cases
even an alternative, to instructor feedback (e.g. Bruffee 1984).

When peer reviewing, students are assumed to apply newly-acquired disciplinary knowledge
and linguistic repertoires and registers, to develop these through the practice of using them on
new models, and to learn to apply these skills in other social settings. In his research synthesis
on peer review in English as a Second Language (ESL) writing classes, Chen (2016) points out
that peer review, among other things, promotes collaborative learning and learner autonomy.
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In Vygotskyan terms, peers scaffold each other’'s learning effectively because this learning
occurs within their zones of proximal development (Vygotsky 1978). Some studies indicate that
students’ reviews become more correlated with instructors’ reviews over time (Moxley and
Eubanks 2016), and that multiple student reviews are superior to single instructor reviews (Cho
and Schunn 2007). In an ESL context, Hyland and Hyland (2006) argue that peer reviewing
facilitates language development because it necessitates students to negotiate meaning in
relevant interactions. Lundstrém and Baker’s (2009) study on peer reviewing suggests that it is
especially beneficial for student learning (see also Lansiquot and Rosalia 2015). The current
practice of employing peer reviewing in writing courses — for native, ESL, and English as a
foreign language (EFL) speakers — is grounded also in the rise of process-oriented approaches
to writing, where feedback focuses on the multi-draft process rather than on the final product
(see Galbraith and Rijlaarsdam 1999, Kroll 2001).

With recent technological developments, peer review in writing courses has firmly moved into
computer-mediated environments (CME). Comparing face-to-face peer review to peer review
in CMEs, several studies identify numerous advantages of using the latter:

1) the possibility for asynchronous peer reviews in CMEs allows students to engage in
peer reviews at their own convenience (Ware 2004);

2) CMEs have been characterized as less threatening than face-to-face interactions,
which is particularly beneficial to beginner writers (Warschauer 2002);

3) students spend more time and give more feedback in CME peer reviews than in face-
to-face peer reviews (Sullivan and Pratt 1996, Liu and Sadler 2003);

4) CME peer comments are often linguistically more complex (Fitze 2006);

5) instructors can more easily monitor the peer reviewing process in CMEs (Cheng
2007, Choi 2014).

When the technology works (Chong, Goff and Dej 2012) — and particularly if the students are
trained to peer review (MacArthur 2016; Landry, Jacobs and Newton 2015; Liou and Peng
2009) — CME peer review is a valuable pedagogical tool. Geithner and Pollastro (2016) have
demonstrated that engaging in peer reviews not only increases writing skills but also improves
scientific literacy. However, peer reviews are still underused and understudied in higher
education (Dysthe and Lillejord 2012; Nicol, Thomson and Breslin 2014), despite the convincing
bulk of research on the positive aspects of CME peer reviews as an educational tool. Yet,
several of these studies are conducted in highly local contexts on limited data. For example,
Warschauer's ethnographic study (2002) illuminates three teachers’ beliefs on the
consequences of using ICT in a writing classroom. Although Chong, Goff and Dei's
experimental study (2012) was conducted on a respectable sample of about 500 students, all
these students were from the same course and engaged in the same assignment; the authors
themselves call their study ‘an anecdotal comparison’ of on-line and face-to-face peer reviews
(2012: 72).

In this paper, we explore peer reviews conducted within a recently developed CME:
MyReviewers (see http://myreviewers.com).! An e-learning environment developed by USF in
consultation with writing program instructors and administrators in the U.S. and Europe,
MyReviewers is designed to help instructors to organize their writing courses and to help
students to structure their learning and writing processes. Within MyReviewers, a suite of tools
facilitates peer reviews, including document mark-up (highlights, sticky notes), customizable
rubrics, and community comments which link to a library of articles, exercises, and videos
(Figure 1). Instructors assign anonymous peer review partners or groups. After being assigned
to a peer review group, students log in to the CME and respond to each other’s work using the
above-mentioned tools.

* Joseph M. Moxley is the inventor of MyReviewers, which is used in this research. Joseph M.
Moxley and the University of South Florida have a financial interest in MyReviewers LLC.
These interests have been reviewed and managed by the University in accordance with its
Institutional and Individual Conflict of Interest policies.
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Figure 1. Markup in MyReviewers

After all peer reviews are completed, MyReviewers aggregates all the comments and scores
that a student received from peers to help students access this data easily and to help
instructors monitor students’ progress. When peer reviewing, students can

1) use mark-up tools to comment directly on their peers’ writing;

2) offer community comments;

3) offer both formative and summative comments using the grading criteria in the course
rubric;

4) evaluate peer review received; and

5) make decisions for revision.

In this paper, we focus specifically on formative peer comments (see 3 in Figure 1).

Peer review has been investigated in several studies, many of which focus on the importance
of understanding the role of formative feedback for revision. For example, Nelson and Schunn
(2009) classify effective peer feedback into two distinct discourse categories: cognitive
(summaries, comment scope and specificity, explanations) and affective (explicit criticism and
praise). Measuring these categories on a large set of web-based peer review data, they
concluded that feedback was most effective, i.e. effective in terms of prompting revision, when
it included:

1) summarizing evaluative comments;
2) specific comments on the text as a whole; and
3) identifications of localized problems with explanations.

Further, Nelson and Shunn (2009) found that the affective category was not strongly linked to
feedback prompting revision. This has also been confirmed by a similar study conducted by
Leijen (2017) (see also Leijen and Leontjeva 2012). Leijen (2017), however, attributes the lack
of evidence for affective features to the complex nature of measuring affective features in peer
review. Another study focusing on what makes peer reviews successful, i.e. successful in terms
of receiving high grades, is by He (1993). Anchoring her study in the functional approach to
language (Halliday and Hasan 1976), He (1993) analyzed a small sample of peer reviews for
what kind of discourse features were present in successful peer reviews as opposed to
unsuccessful peer reviews as measured by three external expert evaluators. She found that in

Affective Language in Student Peer Reviews 30




Journal of Academic Writing
Vol. 8 No 1 Summer 2018, pages 28-53

successful peer reviews the following features were always present: praise; descriptions of the
review process and of the text; suggestions or criticism; and hedging. These features can also
be seen as part of Nelson and Schunn’s (2009) cognitive and affective discourse features.
However, researchers do not agree on what constitutes indicators of effective and successful
peer review practices or how these are to be identified in the data.

Looking at a sample of oral peer review, Lockhart and Ng (1995) identify four stances peer
reviewers assume when giving feedback: authoritative; interpretative; probing; and
collaborative. Depending on the stance — i.e. how students express their authority and
expertise, how they negotiate power relations and how they interpret the peer review task — the
function, content, and the presence of affective discourse features of feedback was shown to
vary. Similar categorization, specifically of on-line peer review, has been proposed by Garrison,
Anderson and Archer (1999), who outline five phases of negotiation and knowledge
construction in CME: sharing and comparing; dissonance; negotiation; co-construction; testing;
and application.

Using Garrison, Anderson and Archer’s (1999) community of inquiry model — which assumes
that learning for the individual occurs through the interaction of cognitive presence, social
presence, and teaching presence — Yallop (2016) suggests that specifically the element of
social presence highlights how learners negotiate meaning on-line through their language.
Criticizing on-line peer interactions, Liang (2008) claims that although peer discourse contained
meaning negotiations, content discussions, error corrections, task management, and technical
comments, most of this discourse was constituted by social talk. Accordingly, a further study is
needed to ascertain whether this may be true of all peer review or is characteristic of only
Liang's particular context. In general, understanding the context — be it institutional, ethnic,
linguistic, disciplinary or other — in which peer reviews are implemented may help design the
task in a most effective way (Choi 2014, Leijen 2017).

Many of the aforementioned studies were concerned with describing effective peer reviews,
analyzing the discourse of peer review, and outlining the functions of typical peer review
interactions. Few studies, however, pay attention to the role of linguistic choices to identify
patterns in peer reviews; some of these studies are discussed in Material and Method. Even
fewer studies make comparisons across large data samples from different contexts. In this
study, we focus on the affective and cognitive discourse in peer reviews as a way to investigate
how linguistic expressions help us identify patterns of criticism and praise across contexts.
Although this study uses a general corpus methodology, it is not concerned with statistical
analyses of the data or, at this stage, with robustly generalizable conclusions. The main
audience for this study are general researchers and instructors in the field of teaching writing,
not corpus linguists.

Aim and Research Questions

This study explores quantitatively some linguistic patterns of formulating criticism and praise,
negotiating power relations, and expressing authority and expertise in peer reviews from USF,
MAU and UT. The research questions are:

1) What similarities and differences can be found across the contexts?

2) How can these similarities and differences be explained?

3) What can these similarities and differences tell us about conventions of peer review in
different contexts?

Material and Method

Access to large amounts of data is the most significant recent change in writing research. This
makes possible — and necessitates — new questions and techniques of inquiry into writing
patterns, testing of exploratory questions, and teasing out what kind of information such data
can be made to yield. This explorative, descriptive study analyses authentic peer reviews from
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three educational contexts and tests how quantitative corpus methodology can inform our
understanding of the ways in which students engage in this pedagogical practice. The study is
informed, in particular, by Big Data research designs in the humanities (Manovich 2012, Moxley
2013, Dixon and Moxley 2013, Moxley and Eubanks 2016), corpus research (Biber, Conrad
and Reppen 2011), and corpus research in intercultural rhetoric (Belcher and Nelson 2013).

The settings

The data emanates from three university contexts. The USF data comes from beginner
undergraduate students taking First-Year Composition (FYC) courses with many different
instructors, in which the students are mostly native speakers of English (L1). The MAU data
also comes from beginner undergraduate students from different disciplinary programs, though
all are in the same course with the same instructors and instructions. These MAU students are
predominantly non-native speakers (mostly ESL with native-like command of English, but also
EFL who are proficient speakers of English, see Sundqvist and Sylvén 2014 and Ushioda
2013). The UT data comes from graduate students from different disciplinary programs,
studying different courses; these students are non-native speakers (EFL). The collection and
use of the data for the study has been approved by The USF Institutional Review Board (IRB),
The Regional Ethical Vetting Board in Lund, and The Research Ethics Committee of the
University of Tartu.

Two obvious variables in this study are levels of education (beginner vs. experienced students)
and English nativeness (L1 vs. ESL/EFL).2 Each institution’s academic writing context adds an
additional variable, which is illuminated by instructional materials including course and
assignment descriptions. We discuss similarities and differences in the peer review findings
across these different variables in Results and Analysis.

The data

This study analyses peer reviews conducted in MyReviewers between 2014 and 2016. The
data from the three universities vary in size: the USF data contains 44,105 individual peer
reviews, MAU 2,276 individual peer reviews, and UT 647 individual peer reviews.

The differences in numbers of peer reviews are reflected also in the size of the text samples.
The USF corpus has the largest number of words, 6,824,405; the MAU corpus has 381,184
words; the UT corpus is the smallest sample with 67,046 words. We included all peer review
submissions, regardless of the grade or the degree of completeness: any submission saved in
MyReviewers was included in the corpus. The USF and MAU submissions were all in English,
but the UT submissions include some elements in Estonian as well. However, this does not
significantly affect the UT results.

The experienced UT students are concise when peer reviewing, with 104 words on average
per peer review. The USF and MAU beginner students are more loquacious, with 155 and 154
words per peer review, respectively. As mentioned, the USF students are native speakers, the
MAU students are mostly ESL learners, and the UT students are mostly EFL learners. As ESL
learners are usually more proficient than EFL learners, this would go some way toward
explaining the MAU students’ near-native quantity of peer comments. This difference in the
extent of comments between MAU and UT students may also stem from the difference in levels
of education between the students. Patchan, Schunn and Correnti (2016), for example, have
found that more comments may not stimulate revision and may not help peers to improve the
overall quality of writing, and it is possible that the UT students, who are mostly MA and PhD
students, have learned to be more concise in their comments in the course of their studies.

The heterogeneity of the contexts and data sizes makes statistical analysis unwieldy and, for
the purposes of this study, impractical. Hence, this study does not attempt to make statistically
valid generalizations about the distribution of affective discourse features in different contexts.
Rather, it aims to explore the possibility of answering qualitative questions with disparate “real-
world” data, which can nevertheless be a source of rich information and provide unexpected

2 |n this study, we have not considered other variables such as age, background, gender, or
ethnicity, although MyReviewers can yield this type of data as well.
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insights. In our analysis and discussion of the results, we are concerned with exploring the
relative differences between data samples and, therefore, only calculate the results in
percentages.

Search method

We used Anthony’s (2017) freeware concordance program AntConc for Macintosh OSX (10.7-
10.10) to query the data with specific search lists (outlined in the next section) and noted how
often the keywords (see Appendix) in the lists appeared in different contexts. We treat these
keywords in the lists as indicators of affective discourse features in the corpus, coding criticism
and praise patterns. We proceed by explaining each search list, and hypothesize what
tendencies or features each indicates.

Search lists

To target the interpersonal dimension of peer review, we focus specifically on linguistic
expressions coding criticism and praise. Nelson and Shunn (2009) argue that expressions
which code criticism and praise in peer reviews are features of affective language (for example,
hedges, personal attribution and questions). To identify these expressions, we draw from
existing research on affective and cognitive discourse features (Mirador 2014).

We used several overlapping strategies to create the search lists. First, we identified what
linguistic indicators appear in the contexts of criticism and praise, power relations, expressions
of authority and expertise. We investigate boosters (really, indeed) and hedges (maybe,
perhaps), cognitive verbs (think, believe), adjectives (good, clear), expressions of suggestion
(suggest, you better), personal pronouns (I, we, you), and adversative transitions (however, on
the other hand).

Some search lists were taken directly from previous research (Aull 2015). Other search lists we
put together by gleaning existing word lists and selecting the ones that addressed the issue we
wanted to isolate. Some lists also include keywords from a qualitative pilot study on the MAU
data (50 randomly chosen peer reviews). These latter keywords may arguably contain a MAU
bias; but as the results show, the high prevalence of these keywords in the USF and UT data
seems to counter such suspicion. Creating the search lists was challenging. We find ourselves
agreeing with Garrison, Anderson and Archer’s note that ‘[t]he challenge is to choose indicators
that are specific enough to be meaningful, but still broad enough to be usable in the actual
analysis’ (1999: 94). As Mirador (2014) argues, the possibility of using lexico-grammatical
elements to identify particular discourse features may in the future open up the possibility of
(automatically) tagging large corpora to glean particular features of peer review. The search
lists we have compiled and tested in this study may be used for this purpose in the future.
Below, we explain how each list was put together (see Appendix for complete lists).

Adjectives

To create a comprehensive list of adjectives, we first made a small-scale qualitative
investigation of the MAU data; however, this did not result in a satisfactorily varied list of
individual adjectives. We then searched for the adverbs very, rather and quite and the
adjectives they collocated with in the entire data set and extracted all the adjectives this search
revealed. This led to a restricted, but initial, working list. We take adjectives in the context of
peer reviews to be expressions of criticism or praise that also code reviewers’ attitudes to peers’
writing — whether positive or negative, whether positioned in the middle of the meaning scale,
or at its extremes (e.g. from very clear to clear to unclear), whether emotionally charged
(Rocklage and Fazio 2015) — and thus index engagement and social presence (Rourke et al.
1999).

Expressions of suggestion

To come up with a list of expressions of suggestion, we first made a small-scale qualitative
analysis of the MAU sample, and complemented it with a selection from VerbNet, which is ‘the
largest on-line verb lexicon currently available for English’ (VerbNet n.d.), and FrameNet, which
is ‘a lexical database of English that is both human- and machine-readable, based on
annotating examples of how words are used in actual texts’ (FrameNet n.d.). We hypothesize
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that expressions of suggestion indicate an active engagement with the writer or the text and
point to where criticism or praise may be located (Kipper et al. 2008).

Boosters and hedges

The list of boosters and hedges comes from Aull (2015), whose list has been compiled using
both quantitative and qualitative analysis of FYC writing data. Since peer reviewing can be
thought of as a potentially face-threatening situation (Brown and Levinson 1987) in that the
students subject themselves to criticism by peers (Nguyen 2008), boosters and hedges —
including cognitive verbs — may indicate how reviewers negotiate illocutionary force in
potentially face-threatening context. Boosters may increase the force of praise and criticism;
hedges may decrease the force of praise and criticism. We have disregarded whether boosters
and hedges appear in the context of criticism or praise since we cannot yet access context of
use quantitatively.

Cognitive verbs

To create a list of cognitive verbs, we first made a small-scale qualitative analysis of the MAU
data, the results of which we complemented with verbs from VerbNet and FrameNet (see
above). We have a dual hypothesis for cognitive verbs. Firstly, these verbs have been shown
to often collocate with 15t person subjects to indicate a high degree of reflective stance and
modal distance (Warnsby 2006). That is, students using many cognitive verbs entertain multiple
viewpoints: instead of selecting one viewpoint as the right solution, they present these
viewpoints as suggestions. Secondly, cognitive verbs also relate to evidentiality: students using
them motivate their criticism and praise by offering some evidence for their reviews (Mirador
defines evidentiality in tutor feedback as ‘an informative comment, which offers factual
information to stress a point made by the tutor ... [and] points to tutors as a source of knowledge’
(2014: 46)).

Personal pronouns

The most self-evident list is that of 15t and 2™ person personal pronouns. Consequently, we
searched all forms of 15t person singular (1), 15t person plural (we), and 2" person (you). Our
hypothesis is that personal pronouns code interactivity/social presence in three different ways:
engagement (1t person singular); inclusion (1%t person plural); and engagement/disalignment
(2 person). More precisely, we take the 1st person singular to indicate that the peer review
focus is on the peer reviewer's own performance: perceptions, hesitations, suggestions, and
evaluations (see also He's (1993) description of review). Further, we take the 15t person plural
to indicate that the peer review focus is on articulating common ground: referencing shared
course materials, learned practices, etc. (e.g., Garrison, Anderson and Archer’'s (1999)
community of inquiry). The 2" person pronouns are taken to indicate that the peer review focus
is on directing the writer's performance, and possibly also on moments of disagreement with
the writer’'s position (compare with the four stances in Lockhart and Ng (1995)).

Adversative transitions

The adversative transitions list was put together using a variety of strategies. We used
adversative transitions mentioned in Quirk et al. (1985), Biber et al. (1999), and Huddlestone
and Pullum (2002), but also adversative transitions mentioned in various writing guides, such
as adversative transitions lists provided by Purdue’s OWL and USF’s The Writing Commons.
The hypothesis is that adversative transitions indicate reviewers’ disalignment with peers’ texts,
and mark a localizable change in sentiment orientation (Li, Huang and Zhu 2010), and thus
constitute pragmatic indexes of power and authority (Aijmer 2013). The more adversative
transitions there are in the peer review, the more disalignment there is with the writer’s position.

Results and Analysis

In interpreting our results, we aimed to explore how linguistic indicators of praise and criticism
identified in the pilot study and in previous research are distributed across the three contexts:
USF, MAU, and UT. We group these indicators to express three ‘moves’ with which criticism
and praise are communicated in peer reviews. Following Mirador, we understand the concept
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of move as ‘the staging of an intent, and the corresponding and ‘observable shift’ in the intent
as expressed in the text by the interlocutor of the message’ (2014: 41). The first move, which
we call ‘expressing criticism and praise,’ is facilitated by adjectives (This is a clear introduction)
and explicit expressions of suggestion (I suggest you add a reference here). The second move
we call ‘negotiating criticism and praise,’ and it is facilitated by boosters (This certainly reads
well), hedges (Maybe you can change the title) and cognitive verbs (I think this is ok) that
modulate strategies with which criticism and praise are delivered. The third move we call
‘focusing criticism and praise,” and it is facilitated by personal pronouns (You could make this
shorter, | know the instructions were different) and adversative transitions (However, in the
introduction...), which signal writer/reviewer focus and disalignment with the writer's position
respectively. The percentages in Figures 2-9 in this section identify the proportion of words in
collated peer reviews allocated to each search list, compared to the total word count.

Expressing criticism and praise
The move of expressing criticism and praise is indicated (among other linguistic expressions
that are not within the scope of this study) by adjectives and expressions of suggestion.

Adjectives

The data in Figure 2 suggests that the more experienced students in UT do not express criticism
and praise through adjectives to the same degree as the beginner students in MAU and USF
do.

% adjectives
6,00%

5,64%
5,09%
5,00%
4,41%
4,00%
3,00%
2,00%
1,00%
0,00%
USF MAU uT

Figure 2. Distribution of adjectives

The use of adjectives across the data sets is comparable to the approximate 5% frequency of
adjectives in the Longman Spoken and Written English Corpus (Biber 2006); the MAU students
use slightly more, the USF students use slightly less, and the UT students use the fewest
adjectives when peer reviewing. That an inherently evaluative process of peer reviewing does
not stimulate more extensive adjective use is perhaps surprising. Given that non-native speaker
academics underuse adjectives compared to native speaker academics (Agcam and Ozkan
2015), our data warrants further investigation, since ESL students from MAU use more
adjectives than the native speakers from USF, while the EFL students from UT use fewer
adjectives than the native speakers from USF.

Lists of the ten most frequently used adjectives (Table 1) reveal a few distinctions in what the
three groups focus on most in their peer commentary.
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Table 1. Most frequently used adjectives

USF MAU uT
1 good 74681 good 5363 good 501
2 great 26488 clear 1616 clear 329
3 clear 14928 common 1198 important 88
4 credible 11297 interesting 1091 last 87
5 organized 9919  easy 722 interesting 84
6 strong 9460  great 515 general 82
7 easy 8461  present 453 different 81
8 interesting 8421 last 423 understandable 75
9 supporting 6818  hard 383 academic 65
10 consistent 6394  short 371 long 52

The USF list is the only one that includes credible and organized, both of which are consistent
with the USF project descriptions and rubrics, which emphasize credible evidence and effective
organization as key components. The UT list uses academic exclusively, perhaps as part of an
emphasis on register/language use. The MAU and UT (but not USF) frequent adjectives include
an emphasis on length (short, long). All three lists include the positive, though vague, adjective
good and also emphasize clarity (clear) and accessibility (easy, hard, understandable; MAU
also includes confusing outside of the top 10). Moreover, all three groups also seem to
emphasize appraisal (interesting) and coherence of own review process or the text under
review (last, consistent). Finally, all three groups also include mostly adjectives with a positive
gloss, suggesting all three groups perceive positive evaluation to (often) be part of peer review.
More work, however, could be done in the future on establishing the valency of the individual
adjectives (i.e. how they place on a positive/negative scale) and their collocation patterns.

Expressions of Suggestion

Expressions of suggestion are equally frequent in the USF and MAU data, but they are less
frequent in the UT data (Figure 3). The difference here may in part be explained by academic
experience. That is, the graduate-level, more experienced, UT students may not feel the need
to offer explicit suggestions to the same extent as the undergraduate beginner students at USF
and MAU, and may code suggestions more implicitly or just point out drawbacks in writing rather
than offer explicit suggestions (see the UT data on boosters and hedges in section 4.2.1).

|
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% expressions of suggestion
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Figure 3. Distribution of expressions of suggestion

In light of the course materials from each institutional context, these findings suggest that
students who are explicitly encouraged to offer explicit suggestions to their peers are more
likely to do so. USF students are told to offer ‘information that will help to improve’ the writing,
rather than only saying whether they liked it or not. Likewise, the MAU students receive explicit
peer-review criteria that require identifying elements in peer texts as well as offering ‘clear,
motivated suggestions for improvement.’” The UT course materials do not pointedly ask
students to offer specific revision suggestions in peer review. Instead, they describe the
qualities of professional feedback: ‘The professional task of feedback givers is to communicate
ideas and make suggestions. Feedback is not about hiding or diluting your observations, but
about communicating them in a way that is constructive, forward-thinking and acceptable for
the writer.’

Table 2. Most frequent expressions of suggestion

USF MAU uT
1 try 13472  you should 613  better 89
2 better 11786 you could 534  you should 63
3 you should 8687 try 527 Try 46
4 you could 4933 better 471  you could 32
5 | suggest 1701 | suggest 112 I would like to 25
6 you may 1457 | would like to 109 I suggest 10
7 you might 1039 you might 88 you might 8
8 you may want to 726 you might want to 45 I recommend 4
9 you might wantto 607 you may 43 you may 2
10  Iwould like to 347 | recommend 20 you might want to 2

The expressions of suggestion (Table 2) in the MAU and UT reviews are slightly more directive,
given the relative salience of you could and you should. In all three contexts, the students use
evaluative better and directive try language regularly; also interesting is that in all three
contexts, the students use a modal expression of necessity you should more often than the
modal expression of possibility you could. As a hedge or possibility verb, the latter leaves more
room for the writer to make a reasoned choice to follow their peer’s directive or not, while the
former suggests there is one “right” revision that the peer reviewer has determined and offered.
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Research on what kind of feedback leads to revision is not in agreement. He (1993)
demonstrates that instructors value explicit suggestions for revision by awarding such peer
reviews higher grades. According to Nelson and Shunn (2009), feedback is more likely to be
implemented if explicit solutions to a problem are offered. However, Cho and MacArthur (2010)
find non-directive feedback predicts more complex revisions than directive feedback. Further
studies may reveal whether the UT students engage in more complex revisions than the USF
and MAU students, and whether more explicit suggestions in peer reviews actually result in
better writing and higher grades.

Negotiating criticism and praise
The move of negotiating criticism and praise is indicated by boosters, hedges, and cognitive
verbs.

Boosters and hedges

Looking at the data (Figure 4), we can see that the UT students use boosters and hedges the
most, while the USF and MAU students use fewer boosters and hedges. Also here, the
difference is perhaps between the experienced and the beginner students. In addition, the USF
students clearly use boosters more than the MAU and UT students, while the UT students use
more hedges than the USF and MAU students.

The difference in the distribution of boosters cannot be explained with reference to academic
experience (if this were the case, the USF and MAU students would behave in a more similar
way). Rather, what we see here may be a contextual difference. That is, European students
(MAU and UT) seem to be less enthusiastic or do not make as strong claims as the American
students. The high percentage of boosters in the USF writing is indicative of the overwhelming
use of amplified, individualistic, persuasive essays common to US writing education (Aull 2015;
Aull, Bandarage and Miller 2017; Burstein, Elliot and Molloy 2016; DeStigter 2015; Heath 1993).
However, the frequency of boosters in the USF data is surprising in light of research showing
that, relative to native speakers, ESL/EFL writers use more boosters (Hinkel 2005; Hyland and
Milton 1997). The distribution of hedges across the three contexts, on the other hand, is
consistent with previous research that shows that experienced writers are more careful in
expressing criticism and praise than inexperienced ones (Aull and Lancaster 2014).

booster/hedge ratios
5,00%

4,50%

4,00%

3,50%
3,00%
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B boosters M hedges

Figure 4. Ratios of boosters and hedges
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The boosters/hedges ratios show that all students use fewer hedges than boosters. This
suggests that students in general do not qualify stances, suggestions, or directives, but that the
experienced students are more diplomatic than the beginner students since they use more
hedges. Furthermore, comparing adjectives to boosters and hedges, we may conclude that the
USF and MAU students use more positively glossed adjectives and fewer hedges, while the
UT students use fewer positively glossed adjectives and more hedges (Figures 3 and 4).
Somewhat incongruently, the experienced students are less positive, though more diplomatic.
Therefore, positivity and diplomacy in peer reviews should be seen as separate discourse
features (see Davies (2006) on competent students being more critical, positive comments
more holistic, and negative comments more specific; see also Nelson (2007) on specific,
localized comments leading to revisions).

Table 3. Most frequent boosters

USF MAU )
1 very 49803 more 2667 more 428
2 more 47486  very 1938 clear 329
3 sure 19846  clear 1616 very 322
4 really 16273  really 1025 clearly 115
5 clear 14928  sure 466 quite 93
6 clearly 4691 clearly 371 really 83
7 definitely 2606 quite 231 sure 77
8 quite 2030 always 76 definitely 35
9 always 1695 definitely 53 known 14
10 certain 1674 certain 50 surely 13

All boosters were retrieved disregarding whether they collocated with negation thus rendering
a hedge (e.g. not really). Controlling for negation did not change the data pattern; boosters with
negation in our data were surprisingly rare. Across the three contexts, few boosters are used
very often, although the UT use of individual boosters is slightly more evenly distributed (Table
3). All three groups use a comparative word more frequently (though unlike MAU and UT, the
USF students use intensifying very more often) and otherwise use mostly intensifying adverbs.

Table 4. Most frequent hedges

USF MAU uT
1 seems 6837 maybe 835 maybe 185
2 seem 6470 might 349 seems 144
3 maybe 5054 seems 319 might 63
4 suggest 4634 seem 270  perhaps 59
5 may 4266 perhaps 263 seem 49
6 seemed 4209 suggest 256  suggest 49
7 might 2757 unclear 159  probably 39
8 somewhat 1584 may 151 possible 34
9 unclear 1568 probably 118 may 24
10 mostly 1541 mostly 96 unclear 22

Although the students use more boosters, their use of hedges suggests a tendency to show
diplomacy in peer review. All three lists (Table 4) include hedges that both qualify suggestions
(maybe, somewhat, perhaps) and perception of the writers’ work (seem/s).
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Cognitive verbs
Figure 5 shows that the MAU students, followed by the UT students, use cognitive verbs more
often; the USF students use cognitive verbs less frequently.

% cognitive verbs
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1,80%
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1,40% 1,31%
1,20%

1,00% 0,98%

0,80%

0,60%
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0,20%

0,00%

USF MAU uTt

Figure 5. Distribution of cognitive verbs

Itis possible that ESL/EFL writers use cognitive verbs similarly to hedges to promote diplomacy.
Qualitative investigation of the context involving concordance searches should, of course, be
carried out to establish if this is the case. However, combining hedges and cognitive verbs
(Figure 6) seems to suggest that the difference in distribution of hedges and cognitive verbs
may be explained with reference to the difference between native and ESL/EFL speakers.

cognitive verb/hedge ratios
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Figure 6. Ratios of cognitive verbs and hedges
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Similar to their frequent use of few boosters and hedges (Tables 3 and 4), the USF and MAU
students use two verbs (think and like) very often, while other verbs not as frequently (Table 5).
In the UT data, the verbs are more equally distributed. All three groups include a similar blend
of verbs, including private and affective verbs (believe, feel), mostly cognitive process verbs
(think, understand, know, question, consider, guess), and more rarely use of specifically
hedging verbs (seem), writing process verbs (maintain), or evaluative verbs (like).

Table 5. Most frequent cognitive verbs

USF MAU uT
1  think 18029  think 1957 think 271
2 like 14861 like 1261 like 185
3 seem 6470 know 580 understand 115
4  understand 6132 understand 579 guestion 98
5 feel 4842 feel 352 know 61
6  know 4134 question 276 seem 49
7  believe 3533 seem 270 guess 26
8  question 3408 consider 264 consider 18
9  consider 3334 believe 191 believe 14
10 maintain 425 guess 75 feel 13

When it comes to negotiating criticism and praise, research is interestingly heterogeneous. Choi
(2014) reports students offering more positively phrased comments than negatively phrased
comments, whereas Davies (2006) reports the opposite tendency. Davies (2006) further
observes positively phrased comments are more holistic, while negatively phrased comments
are more specific, and that more competent students are more critical of their peers’ writing.
Hyland and Hyland (2001) notice instructors often mitigate negative specific feedback with
positive holistic feedback, possibly as a face-saving exercise on behalf of the student (Yelland
2011). However, Nelson and Schunn (2009) demonstrate mitigating criticism has little effect on
revision. Regardless of the combination of positive and negative feedback, Ferris (1997) and
Mirador (2014) make a salient point that almost all peer reviews that lead to revision are
negative: students tend to reflect and act on negative comments but disregard the positive peer
comments (Hattie and Timperley 2007, Olsson Jers and Wérnsby 2017). Moreover, positive
feedback may cause the student to misunderstand the significance of negative comments and
ignore the necessity to implement changes (Shute 2008).

Focusing criticism and praise

The move of focusing criticism and praise is indicated by pronouns and adversative transitions
in the peer reviews. We have divided our account of pronouns as focusing devices into writer
focus (all forms of you), reviewer focus (all forms of 1), and common ground (all forms of we)
indicating different modes of reviewer's engagement, disalignment, and inclusion. The
adversative transitions constitute an additional focusing device pointing to disalignment
between the reviewer and the writer.

Writer focus (2nd person pronouns), reviewer focus (1st person singular pronouns)
and common ground (1st person plural pronouns)

The USF students exhibit most writer focus, the MAU students somewhat less, and the UT
students significantly less so (Figure 7).

|
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Figure 7. Ratios of 15t person singular and 2" person pronouns

The difference may stem from the peers’ writing experience: the percentage of you is fairly
similar in the beginner student data (USF and MAU). The UT data on you is consistent with
their low use of expressions of suggestion (you appear in expressions of suggestions such as
you should, you could (Table 2)). In a future qualitative study, it might be interesting to see
when the writer is focused: whether you is used when suggestions, criticism, or praise are given.

The reviewer is focused in the MAU and UT data more than in the USF data. Consequently,
while using you seems to be connected to student writing experience, the use of | cannot be
explained by the same factor. The USF students clearly do not demonstrate the same degree
of explicit reviewer engagement, or what Hyland (2005) refers to as self-mentions in stance
features. This means that the students at MAU and UT use relatively high levels of epistemic
features such as boosters (MAU) and hedges (UT) (Figure 4) as well as stance features of self-
positioning, and they position themselves more obviously as reviewers of the texts than do the
USF students. The course materials may provide some explanation. As noted, the UT students
are not explicitly instructed in course materials on how to peer review; perhaps this offers the
UT students freedom to use a range of features in their peer reviews. The MAU students receive
the most detailed information in a peer review rubric that requires peer reviews to include not
only ‘course metalanguage’ but also interpersonal considerations: peer reviews ‘should use a
friendly and supportive tone.’ This, perhaps, prompts the self-mentions. The USF students, on
the other hand, are instructed to ‘give the writer information that will help to improve what the
writer has written’ and may, therefore, place more emphasis on the text than the peer reviewer.

The number of occasions where students attempt to establish common ground by using an
inclusive we is negligible across the three contexts (Figure 8): 4694 in USF data, 708 in MAU
data, and 115 in UT data.
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Mitigating a potentially face-threatening situation of peer review (Brown and Levinson 1987,
Yelland 2011) is clearly not tackled by creating common ground through the use of we. Future
qualitative studies may reveal whether common ground is established by other means, for
example, by references to shared assignment materials. In the present data set, we can see
boosters, hedges, and cognitive verbs not only as linguistic expressions negotiating criticism
and praise but also as creating common ground.

The ESL/EFL and native speaker distinction does not seem to be relevant in the distribution of
pronouns in the three data sets. These patterns can be explained by the students’ academic
writing experience and their institutional contexts: the experienced students use fewer personal
pronouns in general, and they distribute focus evenly between the writer and the reviewer. This
suggests that the experienced students are more confident at inserting themselves into the
interpersonal space of the peer review; it is a space of discussion where they take an active
part and accept responsibility for their comments. For the less experienced students at USF
and MAU - despite the different emphasis in the instructions on the writer and the reviewer,
respectively — the focus clearly remains on the writer. The uneven distribution of focus between
the writer and the reviewer in the USF and MAU data may also indicate that these students
perceive academic writing as primarily argumentative or persuasive.

Disalignment (adversative transitions)
Adversative transitions are most frequent in the UT data, quite frequent in the MAU data, and
infrequent in the USF data (Figure 9).

|
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Figure 9. Distribution of adversative transitions

The USF students signal disalignment the least, which is also consistent with them being the
least directive and the least present as reviewers (Table 2 and Figure 7). Based on the
distribution of adversative transitions, the USF students may be perceived as unsure or,
alternatively, protective of their own and their peers’ faces, which seems to contradict the
overuse of boosters in the USF data (Figure 4). In the present study, we do not control for the
collocation patterns, but the underuse of adversative transitions in USF in comparison to MAU
and UT suggests that the USF boosters may collocate more frequently with positively glossed
expressions than MAU or UT boosters.

Aull and Lancaster (2014) find that across different populations — beginner students,
experienced students, and professional academic writers — the least experienced writers use
the most adversative transitions, but this decreases with experience. In our data, the beginner
USF students use adversative transitions the least, while the beginner MAU students use
almost as many adversative transitions as the experienced UT students. We may speculate
that the prevalence of adversative transitions in ESL/EFL data is part of L2 training. By
extension, when it comes to adversative transitions in this data, we can, perhaps, draw a
parallel between the native speaker linguistic competence and the linguistic competence of
experienced writers in Aull and Lancaster’s study.

Table 6. Most frequent adversative transitions

USF MAU uT
1 however 16462 however 845  however 98
2 though 5492 though 409  siill 93
3 although 3569 still 244 yet 53
4 while 2727 yet 236  although 46
5 still 2371 although 226  atleast 41
6 besides 1413 at least 137  though 36
7 either 1013 either 104  while 32
8 yet 820 while 103  either 15
9 at least 762 even though 68 besides 12
10  eventhough 711 but 50 indeed 11

I —
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However, there is a clear difference between the range of individual transitions in the three data
sets (Table 6). The experienced writers at UT frequently use a range of different transitions,
while the beginner students at USF and MAU rely heavily on one transition: however. The
frequency of however in institutional writing in The Spoken and Written Academic Language
corpus (T2K-SWAL, Biber 2006) is 0,05%. Compared to our data, the beginner USF students
use however most frequently (0,24%), the beginner MAU students almost as frequently
(0,22%), and the experienced UT students the least frequently (0,15%). The frequency of
however, but not the general frequency of adversative transitions across the three contexts, is
consistent with Aull and Lancaster (2014). Further study may resolve this conflict in the data.

Conclusions

This study has quantitatively explored features of affective language coding criticism and praise
in peer reviews: adjectives, expressions of suggestion, boosters and hedges, cognitive verbs,
personal pronouns, and adversative transitions. Corpus analysis of large samples of peer
review data has shown that peer reviewers across contexts exhibit a similar blend of foci: they
describe, evaluate, direct, suggest, react, and interpret. They tend to do so in positively glossed
language. These elements seem to be common in peer reviews despite the disparate contexts
in which they are performed. However, each context also displays an idiosyncratic or even
inconsistent mix of affective discourse indicators, i.e. none of the contexts displays a uniquely
identifying combination of the linguistic expressions. The percentage differences of feature
distributions between the contexts were small, yet interestingly suggestive. Explaining the
distribution of these expressions involves reference to the peer reviewer’'s academic writing
experience, whether the peer reviewer is a native speaker or a learner of English, or the
institutional context. Although previous research, often contextually and empirically limited, has
strongly suggested several common genre features of peer review, our “real-world” data offers
a more complex and challenging take on peer review discourse and its contexts: we cannot yet
formulate strong claims as to what explanation can be invoked for a particular expression or
combination of expressions in the different contexts or across contexts.

The nature of “real-world” data in this study, of course, limits the generalizability of the
conclusions, which could be amended by harmonizing data sets and applying statistical
methods for analysis. In the present study, the data does not lend itself to such harmonization
and statistical analyses: the data sets are simply too different in size. At the same time, with the
further development and spread of digital tools for writing, the availability of such disparate,
“real-world” data as ours is becoming more common. Exploratory research is needed to figure
out what kinds of questions can be fruitfully put to such data and what kind of methods and
methodologies can be pursued.

Despite the above limitations, the study provides some insights into the strategies students
employ when peer reviewing. Since the three moves we have identified in our data are
characteristic for staging criticism and praise across all three contexts under investigation, they
can be capitalized upon when preparing students to peer review. For example, in our data,
native speakers seem generally less confrontational, while non-native speakers express
disalignment with the writer more often. However, this disalignment is mitigated in the non-
native data by the extensive use of hedges and cognitive verbs. Perhaps if such mitigation
strategies are made explicit to native speakers in the context of peer review, they may
experience peer review situations as less face-threatening: native-speaker students may then
become as assertive expressing constructive criticism as they are expressing praise. Novice
students in our data, both native and non-native speakers, have also demonstrated a limited
repertoire of evaluative adjectives. Therefore, perhaps novice students in particular should be
offered a set of adjectives to help them express criticism and praise in peer reviews precisely
and effectively. Moreover, students can be instructed to focus on their experiences as readers
and reviewers, instead of focusing on what the writer did or did not do, which may further reduce
the potentially face-threatening aspects of the peer-review situation.
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Appendix

Adjectives

academic
acceptable
accurate
active
adequate
advanced
aggressive
alluring
ambivalent
ample
analytical
apparent
appealing
appeasing
appropriate
attractive
aware bad
balanced
basic
believable
beneficial
biased

big

bland
boring
brief

broad
captivating
careful
casual
catchy
catching
challenging
choppy
clean

clear

close
coherent
cohesive
colloquial
common
compelling
complex

comprehensive

concise

condescending

confused
confusing
consistent
controversial
convincing
creative
credible
critical
crucial
curious
current

descriptive

detailed developed

different
difficult

disconnected

discouraged
disputable
distinct
disturbing

dramatic easy

effective
efficient
emotional
engaging
enjoyable
ethical
evaluative
evident
exciting
explanatory
explicit
factual
familiar
fitting
flexible
fluent
focused
formal
fragile
fragmented
general
gifted
good
great

hard

harsh
helpful
high

hot
illustrative
important
impressive
inaccurate
inclusive
ineffective
informal
informative
informative
insightful
interesting
intriguing

knowledgeable

lacking
large

last
legitimate
lengthy
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light rich

limited risky
logical rough

long rudimentary
mature sarcastic
memorable satisfying
minimal scarce
minor scholarly
modern scientific
monotone separate
narrow serious
natural short

neat significant
necessary similar
negative simple
nice sloppy
objective small
obvious smart

off sound

old specific
organised standard
organized straight
original straightforward
outstanding strong
overwhelming structured
particular sudden
passionate suitable
pedagogic supporting
personal supportive
persuasive systematic
plausible tentative
pleasant technical
polished thin

poor thorough
popular thoughtful
powerful timely
precise tiresome
predictable tiring
present trustworthy
prevalent unclear
problematic understandable
professional uninteresting
profound unoriginal
progressive upset
prominent useful
promising usual
provocative vague
public valuable
qualified varied
quick visible
random visual

rare vivid
readable weak
realistic wide
relevant reliable wild
repetitive wise
resourceful wordy
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Expressions

of
suggestion

Boosters
and hedges

decent

try
better

you should
you could

always
certain
certainly
clear

clearly
conclusively
decidedly
definite
definitely
incontestable
incontestably
incontrovertible
incontrovertibly
indisputable
indisputably
known

never

no doubt
doubtless
undoubtedly
sure

surely

very
extremely
more

really
undeniably
undeniable
quite

fully

must

beyond doubt
indeed certain
had indeed
one indeed
this indeed
indeed makes
indeed become
indeed make
indeed there
was indeed
were indeed
is indeed
there indeed
indeed do
indeed very
are indeed

it indeed
humans indeed
have indeed
has indeed
indeed those

you may
you might
| recommend

indeed rare
indeed fortunate
fortunate indeed
ironic indeed
indeed ironic
indeed impressive
impressive indeed
indeed bleak
bleak indeed
indeed startling
startling indeed
indeed daunting
daunting indeed
indeed unfortunate
unfortunate indeed
shocking indeed
indeed shocking
indeed important
indeed capable
can indeed

will indeed
indeed does
indeed did
correct indeed
indeed correct
did indeed
indeed
encourage

true indeed
indeed enhance
does indeed
should indeed
society indeed
that indeed
would indeed
not true

without doubt

of course

not replicable
not realistically
definitely not
absolutely no
no doubting

can literally
should not
should only
should never
should know
has to

have to

needs to

need to
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respectful

| suggest
better not
you ought to

appear
appears
appeared
appearing
tend
tended
tends

might

may
estimation
suggestion
indication
appearance
almost
probably
relatively
roughly
somewhat
typical
typically
uncertain
uncertainly
unclear
unclearly
unlikely
usually
oftentimes
perhaps
plausible
plausibly
possible
possibly
possibility
possibilities
presumably
presumable
probable
largely
likely
mainly
maybe
mostly
often
basically
broadly
doubtful

approximately

fairly
frequently
generally
might not
may not

wrong

you may want to
you might want to
I would like to

not usually
practically no
can potentially
not established
doubt that

in general

not quite
rather common
rather different
rather small
rather large
rather limited
rather low
rather high
rather difficult
rather obvious
rather narrow
rather simple
rather simply
rather simplistic
rather complex
rather like
rather modest
rather vague
rather unique
rather unusual
rather weak
rather short
rather surprising
rather similar
not automatically
not technically
cannot fully
never fully
more fully

ever fully

don't fully
can't fully
doesn't fully
didn’t fully
may be true
may prove true
could be true
could prove true
can be true
can prove true
is not known
are not known
not yet known
is not proved
are not proved
not unheard of
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Cognitive
verbs

Personal
pronouns

Adversative
transitions

indeed our
and indeed
she indeed
he indeed
people indeed
which indeed
many indeed
they indeed
we indeed

as indeed
indeed the
but indeed
yet indeed
not indeed
indeed help
indeed work
indeed true
indeed necessary
indeed more
important indeed
rare indeed

know
perceive
prefer
understand
recognise
recognize

|
my
mine

admittedly
albeit
although
besides
but

had better
to fully

has got to
have got to
no way to
no way of
there are no
exceptions
there is no
guestion
indicate
indicates
indicated
suggest
suggests
suggested
seems
seem
seemed

wonder

like appreciate
puzzles
puzzled

think

believe

me
we
our

contrary
conversely
either
granted
however
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not always

not thoroughly
not certain
certain amount
certain extent
certain level
not clear

not indisputable
not known
some doubt
not sure

not very

not really

not undeniable
not entirely
not completely
not definitely
not everybody
not overly

not unusual

question
grasp comprehend
suppose
imagine
maintain

ours
us
you

indeed
nevertheless
nonetheless
notwithstanding
regardless

most of the

in most cases

in most instances

on the whole

not yet proved

iS not proven

are not proven

not yet proven

is not established

are not established
could well be true
may well be true
might well be true

is also not known

is also not proved

are also not proved
are also not proved

is also not established
are also not established
for the most part

guess
suspect
feel
consider
seem
interpret

your
yours

still
though
whereas
while
yet
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