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Abstract 

Engaging students in peer reviewing in the writing classroom has been widely practiced 

as a way of assessment for learning. In-depth research is needed however to investigate 

how students specifically use peer comments in their editing process.  Using a corpus-

based approach, this paper investigates acquisition of journalistic writing skills by 112 

undergraduates in Hong Kong. The learner corpora comprise student comments and 

self-reflections from an online news writing project. While grammatical accuracy 

remains to be a concern for effectiveness of the peer review practice, the findings reflect 

sound understanding of structure, layout and style of the online news genre among the 

participants. Although the students commented more on contents and organization of 

news writing, findings from keyword search and co-text in the concordances 

demonstrate awareness of main features of the online news genre. The findings further 

clarified judgement and choices made by the ESL learners during the drafting and 

editing processes.  The study suggests how peer assessment and self-assessment can be 

effectively practiced through a cycle of reviewing peer writing, receiving peer 

comments and self-reflecting on their own drafts. It also indicates how peer review may 

help acquisition of style and lexico-grammar which can be demanding for many ESL 

learners.    
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1. Introduction 

Peer feedback and collaboration are supported by sociocultural theory of Vygotsky 
(1978) that students can have opportunities to scaffold each other’s learning.  The 
practice of peer review has been widely adopted in the English as Second Language 
(ESL) writing classroom and studies over the recent decades. With the application of 
digital technologies, use of online peer review becomes popular in the writing classroom 
and is found to facilitate the drafting and editing process and is used as a part of the 
feedback process in addition to more traditional teacher comments. In their book on 
formative assessment, Boud and Falchikov (2007) suggested the ability to accurately 
judge one’s own work and the work of others is one of the fundamental competencies 
required in the workplace. It has therefore encouraged re-construction of feedback to 
make the assessment and evaluation process effective to meet the vocational needs. In a 
discussion of developing sustainable feedback practices, Carless, Salter, Yang and Lam 
(2011) further stated the importance of student self-regulation in fostering an active and 
constructive process of feedback. Incorporating peer and self-editing in the learning and 
teaching of writing therefore can be an option to create meaningful tasks and authentic 
assessment for learners to prepare for challenges in the workplace.   
 

The present study examines the use of online peer review in ESL learners’ acquisition 
of journalistic writing skills at a university in Hong Kong. Through posting drafts and 
peer comments on a course weblog, the students practiced skills of desktop publishing 
simulating an authentic news-desk environment. In this paper, the discussion focuses 
on corpus analyses of student peer comments and self-reflections collected over a 
period of three consecutive semesters (September 2011 to December 2012). The 
researcher endeavors to investigate students’ adoption of peer comments in their 
drafting and revising of an online news article, using a quantitative approach based on 
keyword search and co-text of concordance findings. By examining the language 
features identified in the student corpora, the paper also aims to reveal the acquisition 
of online news genre and shed light on how peer review can be better implemented in 
the ESL writing classroom. 

2. Literature Review 
 
Practice of Peer Review 
Over the last two decades, an increasing number of studies has been dedicated to the 
practice of online peer review in the writing classroom because of the spread of digital 
technologies. Computer-mediated peer review or online peer review is found to be an 
alternative or improved form of peer review, often conducted in anonymity and across 
participants and classes or disciplines, in comparison with face-to-face and paper-based 
peer review (Schultz, 2000; DiGiovanni & Nagaswami, 2001; Liu & Sadler, 2003; 
Cheng & Warren, 2007; Guiller, Durndell & Ross, 2008; Chang, 2012; Orita, 2016; 
Storch, 2017).  
 
In addition to positive results of skill development, benefits of conducting peer review 
online in many recent studies provide evidence of ease in administering and monitoring 
of peer review, improving fairness and reducing bias. With the popularity of social 
media, digital tools like the weblog and wiki in training of writing and conducting peer 
review has gained acceptance from both teachers and learners. Specifically, benefits 
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reported include enhancing collaboration (Liang, 2008; Lam, 2010), nurturing critical 
thinking (Rollinson, 2005; Wooley, 2007), building professionalism (Chang, 2012), 
facilitating editing and critiquing (Fellner & Apple, 2006; Ma & Yuen, 2008), and 
improving digital performance and mediating communication (Cheng, 2009; Miyazoe 
& Anderson, 2010; Chen, 2016; Min, 2016). 
 
Although online peer review can be conveniently practiced in the ESL writing classroom, 
it does not fully resolve challenges resulting from factors like group dynamics and peer 
influence. In a study about students’ views on peer assessment, Foley (2013:202) raised 
one question: 
 

“Can students make an objective assessment of their peer’s work when they will not only be actually 
aware of the other student’s overall ability but may also wish to protect their feelings and avoid de-
stabilising the specific social dynamics of the group?” 
 

In fact, Johnnie Hafernik had already addressed the above question in an earlier paper 
(1983) by setting guidelines on why and how to introduce peer editing in the ESL 
classroom. Although the paper did not study students’ overall ability, it suggested “a 
self-evaluation component” (ibid:51) before the peer editing session. The self-
assessment activity aimed to help students become familiar with the editing process and 
bring them closer to being “good self-monitors”. In a literature review of sixty-three 
studies, Dolchy, Segers & Sluijsmans (1999) confirmed that by combining peer, self and 
co-assessment, students were encouraged to become more responsible and reflective. It 
also implies that peer assessment when implemented with self-assessment and teacher 
assessment can reap benefits of formative learning beyond traditional form of teacher 
assessment alone. 
 
To help students benefit from peer evaluation activities, the mode of peer review also 
matters. Ferris (2014) studied teacher’s practice of peer review and found a majority 
(57%) of instructors stated that detailed rubrics or feedback form were given to students 
for the purpose of peer review. However, no details could be found regarding contents 
of these rubrics and if they provided guidance to students in reviewing language-specific 
aspects of their peer’s work. Regarding student perspectives, in a study with twelve 
Taiwanese college students, Liang (2010) researched on types of communication taking 
place during peer review. Three groups of students participated in synchronous online 
peer response to two genres of writing based on the revision-related and non-revision-
related taxonomy. The study reported that in terms of revision-related discourse, the 
students focused more on content discussion than on meaning negotiation. However, in 
non-revision-related discourse, social talk occurred more frequently than technical 
actions. The findings thus indicated complex activity in a group setting might not 
guarantee revision of writing. It is however argued by Guo (2015) in her study with 147 
Chinese EFL learners, that with the use of explicit corrective feedback including error 
correction and metalinguistic explanation, learners who failed to accurately modify their 
output immediately after receiving feedback were successful after given further 
opportunity to receive feedback. In response to Guo’s findings, Bitchener (2017) further 
stated that a range of motivational and affective factors, including level of interest, 
attitude, beliefs, might determine the way learners handle written corrective feedback.   
 
Perception and Use of Peer Review 
Certain attitudes and beliefs, especially a mistrust of learners’ competency in giving 
constructive peer comments seemed to be deep-rooted among the learners themselves. 
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In several studies conducted with ESL learners (Yoshida, 2008), non-native speakers 
(Ruecker, 2011) and non-heritage language learners (Henshaw, 2015), findings 
suggested students tended not to trust their peers’ feedback on language-related issues. 
As argued in previous studies by Nelson and Carson (2006) and Liu and Carless (2006), 
ESL students tended to regard themselves being unqualified to give comments to peers’ 
writing because of their status as second language learners. In a similar study on ESL 
student competence in peer review practice, Wu (2006) conducted small-scale research 
in Taiwan with thirty-nine university students from a writing course using weblog for 
peer review. Based on the drafts and peer responses of seven students who received three 
or more feedback, the study reported that the low-intermediate ESL writers hardly made 
positive revisions with the help of peer review and teacher feedback. The author 
therefore doubted the viability of peer evaluation for ESL students who were not 
linguistic and cognitively mature to evaluate and act on the peer comments. In their 
large-scale survey with 460 academics and 1,740 tertiary students in Hong Kong, Liu 
and Careless (2006) suggested a difference between perceived expertise and actual 
expertise of student peer reviewers. However, the relationship between the two expertise 
types was claimed to be still not clear. Such a relationship appeared to be non-existent 
in a study by Kaufman and Schunn (2011) in their end-of-course survey with 250 
undergraduate and graduate students on their use of an online peer assessment system 
for written assignments in ten courses across six universities in the United States. In a 
more recent survey with students in Japan, findings of positive perception on the benefits 
of peer feedback were contrasted with negative experience of giving feedback on essays 
written by peers in imperfect, non-standard English (Orita, 2016).   
 
Ongoing calls for research on grammar accuracy (Cheung, 2011; 2014) have been made 
regarding measurable improvements in ESL writing, in particular, using critical 
feedback during peer review. Cheung (2011) found a lack of such discussion in the ten 
peer review research articles published in a journal on second language writing between 
1992 and 2009. The research articles have focused mainly on the use of peer feedback 
checklists while the qualification and training of peer reviewers to produce critical 
feedback have not been considered.  
 
Similar studies on the impact of peer review have also indicated a niche for further 
research in students’ acquisition of the good writing skills (Lu & Bol, 2007; Yang & 
Meng, 2013), especially in the case of ESL learners to go beyond the level of error 
correction and provide only superficial comments of little impact and lacking concrete 
examples. Although training of students reviewers to give comments on language use 
has been advocated in studies on types of peer responses (Hafernik, 1983; Stanley, 1992; 
Nelson & Murphy, 1993; Berg, 1999; Rahimi, 2013), a few researchers claimed that 
peer feedback targeting global issues should be prioritised over surface-level errors 
(Williams, 2004), a few grammar points can be discussed to structure the language 
feedback activity (Hansen & Liu, 2005) and language feedback is to be provided after 
global feedback (Ferris & Hedgcock, 2014). Global issues are related to the whole text 
such as contents, argument, organization, clarity of purpose, awareness of audience. 
Surface-level errors are mainly local concerns at the paragraph, sentence and word 
levels. To support these recommendations however, further empirical research is 
necessary to disclose if ESL learners and learners of low proficiency level would be able 
to contribute in language related issues of ESL writing. 
 
On encouraging meaningful peer interaction, the use of Language Related Episodes 
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(LREs) generated from peers talking about their writing, has been supported by relevant 
studies (Swain & Lapkin, 2002; Storch & Wiggleworth, 2010; Storch; 2013; 2017). 
LREs can be any part of students talks about their work, language use and error 
corrections as defined by Swain and Lapkin (2002). Analysis on categories of LREs 
range from grammatical form, lexis to discourse and mechanics in peer interaction 
during collaborative writing tasks. In their analyses of a pair talk, form (52%) comprised 
a major component of LREs in student talk while lexis (28%) and discourse (20%) had 
a much lower presence. In group comments during feedback process of reformulations 
or editing of co-authored texts and revising, In Storch and Wigglesworth’s (2010) study, 
they further explored collaborative writing on the effectiveness of the type of feedback 
student pairs received and how learners engaged with the feedback. Their findings 
indicated that peers processed the feedback by talking about it together and in the 
rewriting stage, the students accurately resolved a similar number of LREs (78%) and 
with less than 10% unresolved and about 15% inaccurately resolved during stages of 
commenting and rewriting. Their findings help to specify how well peers are able to 
conduct feedback with a focus on language-related issues including form, lexis or 
mechanics.   
 
In the same way, Tigchelaar and Polio (2017) argued that in addition to coaching ESL 
writers to give quality feedback to peers, comments on writing stage can start at an early 
stage when students begin to compose their writing collaboratively. Their argument was 
built on a research in Canada examining metalinguistic activities arose from learner 
interaction during a collaborative ESL writing task (Gutierrez, 2008). The findings 
indicated it was less threatening for peers to give peer comments when they co-write a 
sentence and discuss the writing in a face-to-face setting.  In a more recent study with 
54 EFL undergraduates in Japan, Allen and Mills (2016) examined the impact of second 
language proficiency in dyadic peer feedback. Their findings suggested reviewer 
proficiency, not writer proficiency, significantly predicted the number of suggestions 
made. Lower proficiency reviewers also incorporated significantly fewer meaning-
related suggestions into their revised texts than writers of higher proficiency.  
 
In another case study with EFL learners in China, (Yu & Lee, 2015, 2016a, 2016b; Yu 
& Hu, 2017a, 2017b), interesting case studies reflected on how ESL learners of higher 
proficiency could benefit from partnering with peer reviewers of low proficiency. The 
students found comments from peers of low proficiency helped to identify problems in 
their writing and raised their metalinguistic awareness of language errors. The 
researchers further stated that while positive experiences and motives could drive a 
student to reflect on the peer feedback and make self-revisions, student motives and 
goals for peer feedback activities also contributed to their different foci in their practice 
of peer review. Such foci identified mainly the “what” and “why” of peer feedback in 
ESL writing. They ranged from specific discussion on language form and grammatical 
errors to a broader review of vocabulary use, sentence fluency, and content development 
in peer feedback.  
 
Although the above studies are helpful to address the concern on learner proficiency, 
there is still a need for quantitative research on students’ adoption of peer comments and 
acquisition of writing skills. In this paper, the practice of peer review process in the ESL 
writing classroom will be discussed with the help of a corpus approach. Concordance 
search of key words related to acquisition of online news genre provides textual 
evidence on “how” drafting and editing were practised by ESL learners using corpora 
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of peer comments and self-reflections. Categories of peer comments juxtaposed with 
those of self-reflections also provide a better understanding of students’ preference in 
giving and receiving comments during the peer review process. 
 
Study of Learner Corpora 
A corpus is a body of naturally occurring language that is selected and ordered according 
to explicit linguistic criteria and form a sample of the language (McEnery, Xiao & Tonio, 
2006). The use of learner corpus is advocated in ESL learning and teaching for its 
authenticity and varieties of non-native English (Granger, 2002). Building of small 
learner corpora can also be useful to trace the development of ‘specific features’ of 
writing by language learners (van Aerterselaer & Bunce, 2011).  
 
Researchers on learner corpora (Granger, Hung and Petch-Tyson, 2002; Flowerdew, 
2014) advocated the use of small learner corpus (15,000 to 500,000 words) in study of 
ESL writing. Learner corpus are commonly associated with computer learner corpus 
(CLC) by conducting comparisons between native and ESL learners of a language and 
between different types of ESL learners of a language (Granger, Hung & Petch-Tyson, 
2002). This research on ESL learner corpus however predominantly dedicated to courses 
of English for Academic Purposes (EAP). There is a niche therefore in studying ESL 
writers’ acquisition of professional writings like online news genre which can be of 
equal or higher importance in the workplace than the academic genre. This paper 
therefore aims to fill the gap and, in addition, help teachers understand students’ use of 
peer comments, using learner corpora built by collecting peer comments and self-
reflections of editing and responses to comments received. Currently, the corpus-based 
approach is seldom used in research of peer feedback, in particular, those given by ESL 
learners. 
 
Acquisition of News Genre 
Attribution refers to the direct and indirect quotations of information and modality 
includes use of modal verbs and modal adjuncts to conjure objectivity and subjectivity 
in news writing. They are significant language features common to the genre. Such 
features are often presented through verbs in the forms of attributive verbs or reporting 
verbs, modal verbs and action verbs in simple and short syllables. The style of good 
news writing, especially when presented online, requires accuracy, brevity, clarity and 
simplicity (Cotter, 2010; Hicks, 2007). Although a few comparative studies have 
investigated attributive verbs (Hunston, 1995) and modality used by ESL learners 
(Aijmer, 2002; Liang, 2008) by building learner corpora of small sizes, there is little 
discussion on learners’ acquisition of the news genre, especially online news which 
includes a heavy use of hypertext and audio-visual texts. 
 
At the same time, research on peer feedback tends to focus on aspects of student 
perception (Grant, 2016; Vasu, Chai & Nimehchisalem, 2016) among ESL learners and 
importance of training (Lam, 2010; Yang & Meng, 2013; Chen, 2016) in giving quality 
peer comments. It is noted from recent papers discussing the role of peer reviewers in 
training of generic English writing and academic essays, especially from cases of ESL 
learners with varying proficiency levels (Yu & Lee, 2015, 2016a). However, there is a 
gap in the research on acquisition of professional news writing among ESL learners. To 
help teachers understand students’ needs, it is necessary to investigate practices of 
students during the peer review and self-editing processes. With the help of learner 
corpora, keyword search and concordance analyses, the researcher endeavors to 
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examine judgement and reasoning made by ESL writers. It may therefore facilitate better 
understanding of students’ acquisition of the online news genre with reference to 
accuracy, brevity, clarity and simplicity and use of lexico-grammatical patterns. 
 
Research questions: 
1.   Which aspects of news writing skills did the students focus on in their peer comments? 
2.   How did the students make use of peer comments in their editing of the draft news? 
 

3. Methodology  

The present study examines learner corpora of peer feedback and self-reflections 
collected from an undergraduate newswriting project. The corpus-based approach is 
adopted because it facilitates identification of frequently used words through keyword 
search of the study corpora comprise of student peer comments and self-reflections.  
Concordances list the occurrences of a searched word or pattern found in the corpus. 
They are usually formed by a line of a sentence or a part of the sentence (see Figure 1). 
Keywords in the context of corpus analysis mean statistically significant words 
characterizing a document, text, or corpus (Rayson, 2012). After identifying a list of 
meaningful keywords both of statistical and contextual significance, further study of 
collocation and co-text surrounding the keywords will then be conducted.  

 
Figure 1 Screen capture of key word search function using W-matrix  

 
 
Data Collection 
 
Participants of this research were undergraduate students major or minor in English 
studies.  They were chosen for the study because most of them had little training in news 
writing and experience in peer review.  Altogether, six seminar groups of students on a 
part-time and full-time mode across three consecutive semesters from the year 
September 2011 to December 2012 participated in the study.  
 
The students worked on an online news project as part of an assignment in English for 
the Media, an undergraduate language proficiency course offered by the Department of 
English, at a Hong Kong University. A news-blog was set up as a platform for sharing 
of writings including a draft of online news and a revised version for teacher grading. 
The students were invited to conduct a peer review by posting comments under a peer’s 
draft news, using a set of rubrics (see Appendix 1) developed and adopted by both the 
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students and teachers. A self-assessment of the draft and a written self-reflection on the 
editing process including responses to peer comments received were also required as 
part of the project.  
 
The project is graded by the teacher by assessing the peer comments through the written 
peer review and self-reflection (each of 100 words minimum). The assessment included 
a total of 100 points. 10 points were attributed to the tasks of peer review and self-
reflection inclusive. The draft news was not graded but 90 pointes were attributed to the 
revised news submitted after the peer review and self-reflection. 
 
Sample writings were collected with an objective to conduct comprehensive analyses of 
learner corpora including draft news, final news, peer comments and self-reflections 
(see Figure 2 Process of Submitting the Assignment).  

 
 
Figure 2  Process of Submitting the Assignment 
 
Data Analysis 
 
W-matrix (Rayson, 2008), an online corpus tool was used to analyze two corpora of peer 
comments (15,741 words) and self-reflections (16,095 words) respectively. The corpus 
search starts with keyword search of “contents”, “organization”, “grammar”, “style and 
tone”, “layout and display”, five categories of news writing listed in the rubrics (See 
Appendix 1). After conducting the above keyword search,  meaningful and commonly 
used terms (e.g. “better”, “errors” and “style”) and technical terms which describe the 
online news genre (e.g. “inverted pyramid”, “headline” and “hyperlink”) will be 
identified (see Figure 1). Concordance lines of each term will be generated to study the 
co-text associated with the key words. These lines will be scanned manually then to 
identify the students’ understanding of news writing and precise words used in their peer 
comments and self-reflections. 
 
 
The findings are useful to answer specific skills the students have focused on during the 
peer review (research question 1). These skills are specifically related to news writing 
as well as more generic skills including research and critical thinking. The students’ self-
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reflections are useful to understand choices and judgement made in the process of 
drafting and editing.  
 
Concordance lists containing co-text of the mentioned terms are further analyzed to 
provide concrete evidences of students’ use of peer comments (research question 2). The 
findings are helpful to understand how students have adopted peer comments and if the 
comments have any influence in their editing of the draft news. To gather learning 
experiences from students’ practice of peer review and perspectives of conducting peer 
review, an online survey was administered at the end of the semester to gather students’ 
learning experiences. This part of the data is used to answer also both research questions 
in understanding students’ needs and practices in using peer comments. 
 
Identification of keywords 
To maintain the focus of this corpus based study, only corpora of peer comments and 
self-reflections (See Table 1) are included in the corpus analyses.  

 
 
By tracing word frequency, meaningful and commonly used words have been screened 
from the word list of each corpus. For example, the word “better” is chosen as it is 
associated with improvements and suggestions in comments and reflections. Before the 
corpus search, the assessment rubrics (Appendix 1) are also used to identify keywords 
which could be found in the peer comments and self-reflections. Other keywords are 
identified according to the lexico-grammatical patterns of the news genre. For example, 
attributive verbs, modal verbs and strong verbs; mixed use of the active and passive 
voice, inverted pyramid organization and emphasis on writing style in accuracy, brevity, 
brightness of tone, originality, timeliness etc. 
 
 
4. Findings  
 
Learner Corpora 
Using a corpus-based approach, a keyword search of five categories of news writing 
following the assessment criteria set in the rubrics (see Appendix 1) was first conducted. 
The number of occurrences in each category indicates a strong preference for discussion 
on “contents” (40%) of news draft while categories on “grammar”(11%) and “style and 
tone” (20%) in the peer comments seem to be much less discussed (see Table 2). The 
same frequency is also found in the self-reflection corpus. 
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Detailed breakdown of instances regarding the five main categories of assessment 
criteria are listed in statistical summary of instances found in peer comments (Table 2.1) 
and self-reflections (Table 2.2). It is noted that instances of layout and display was 
higher in self-reflections (36%) than in peer comments (26%) while instances of style 
and tone (13%) remain the same in both peer comments and self-reflections.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
Commonly Used Meaningful Words 
A list of most commonly used words from the corpora were selected using W-Matrix. 
Their concordances are identified with the co-text which associate with discussion of 
topics include grammar, error correction, improvement and changes made (see 
Appendix 2, Lists 1 to 12 of concordance lines). 
 
Collocation and co-text in the concordance lines generated by corpus search of six 
keywords below help to gather evidence of student’s understanding of news writing. 
They also provide evidences of reasoning and arguments made in the peer comments 
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and editorial choices found in the self-reflections. After a detailed discussion of 
significant features noted in the concordance lines, a summary comparing the findings 
across the two corpora is listed in Table 2.3. 
 
4.1 “errors”  
16 occurrences of the word “errors” (see Appendix 2, List 1) were found in the 
concordance search of peer comments. They tended to associate with discussion of 
grammar mainly. However, the comments were cautious and vague with the use of 
words like “few”, “minor”, “good” and “clear” in describing frequency of grammatical 
errors and quality of writing (lines 1, 5, 6, 9 and 15). Even when specific errors were 
spotted, little detailed discussion (lines 1, 3 and 5) was given such as only one or two 
examples (line 10). In some cases, despite urging their peers to proof read and pay 
attention to grammatical errors (lines 7 and 8), the peer reviewer did not offer concrete 
help but suggested the reviewee “should ask help from the professor or friend about his 
difficulties in order to improve his work” (line 8).  
 
Concordance findings from the self-reflections showed students screened “minor errors” 
through self-editing (see Appendix 2, List 2, lines 1 to 3) and considered the number of 
grammatical errors were reduced in their final version in comparison with the draft (line 
7). 
 
 4.2 “better” 
When using positive wording “better” (65 occurrences) to point out shortcomings, the 
peer reviewers gave specific advice and offered a good proportion (20%) of suggestions 
on language use. The co-texts (Appendix 2, List 3) indicate students’ awareness of active 
and passive voice (lines 10 and 27), pronouns (line 29) and structure (lines 12, 13, 25 
and 32). The comments showed understanding of brevity (lines 25 to 26) and clarity 
(line 29) in news writing. Reader awareness was also demonstrated in discussion about 
organisation, layout and design (lines 21, 25, 31, 34 and 37).      
      
 

From the concordance list of the word “better” in the self-reflection corpus (see 
Appendix 2 List 4), the students acknowledged improvements in vocabulary (lines 3 
and 38), grammar (lines 24 and 33) and organization (lines 5, 7, 10 and 12) based on 
peer comments. They also adopted suggestions from peers on layout and design by 
adding hyperlinks (lines 11 and 23) to improve interactivity and using visuals (lines 1, 
28, 34 and 37) to add attractiveness to their news.  
 
While self-editing which could be prompted by the peer comments was mentioned in 
the concordances (lines 4, 12, 14, 31, 33 and 37), examples of justification (line 27) and 
disagreement with peer’s views (line 26) showcased the students were confident with 
their understanding of the news genre and made selective use of feedback received from 
the peer. In some cases (lines 15 and 16), requests for clarification and specific 
comments from peer reviewers were made. 
 
 

4.3 “sentence(s)” 
In the peer comment concordance (see Appendix 2, List 5), the students demonstrated 
an awareness of the function of the first and last sentences (lines 1, 5, 7, 29 and 33), 
brevity (lines 2, 4, 17 and 20) and specific sentence length (line 34) acceptable for news 
writing. Concrete suggestions include use of one opening sentence to summarize the 
whole paragraph, limit number of words to 14-17 in each sentence and shortening the 
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length of each sentence to three to four lines, and use of lead-in structure as well as a 
quotation in the last sentence. 
 
The self-reflection concordance of “sentence” (see Appendix 2, List 6) showed the 
students not only made improvements on brevity of their sentences, but also changed 
the order (line 8), variety (lines 18 and 23) and length of sentences (lines 12, 14 and 24) 
to improve clarity (lines 11 to 15) and readability (line 33) of news writing. 
 
4.4 “language” 
From the peer comment concordance of “language” (see Appendix 2, List 7), the 
students again discussed features of news writing in terms of clarity (lines 12, 21), 
conciseness (lines 4, 8, 12, 22) and reader awareness (line 25). Uses of jargon like “lead” 
(line 4) and “wrap-up” (line 21) indicated their basic knowledge of the structure of news. 
“Concise and professional” is used to describe a good use of language. One student also 
argued as second language speakers of English, readers may not be able to understand 
some jargon and therefore suggested not to use them. 
 
 

In the self-reflection corpus, apart from similar discussions on clarity and conciseness 
in writing, with the use of “concise and professional” again, students’ awareness of tone 
(see Appendix 2, List 8, lines 12, 14, 16 and 22) is noted in their discussion of the tone 
of language in online news articles and blog news. The word “clarity” is also co-texted 
with persuasiveness (line 14) to indicate improvements made in the revised version. 
Formal use of language is suggested however in order to cater for more audiences (line 
15). Language and grammar seemed to be a major concern for some students (line 21) 
while some expressed a need for improvement in both language and grammar (line 20). 
One student even mentioned anxiety with the genre of online news (line 17).  
 
4.5 “structure” 
Some student reviewers associated the word “structure” with “inverted pyramid 
structure” (see Appendix 2, List 9, lines 2 and 10) which is found in traditional news 
writing. Terms like “headline”, “sub-headline”, “lead”, “satellite” and “wrap-up” were 
frequently found in the discussion of news structure. The peer commentators stressed 
brevity (line 4) and simplicity (lines 4, 6, 8 and 17) regarding “sentence structure” and 
suggested changes of layout (lines 23 and 27) to improve clarity. Furthermore, 
suggestions were made on introducing a variety of vocabulary and sentence structure to 
create consistency of writing (line 12) and make the article more vivid (line 22).  
 
 

In the self-reflection concordance (List 10), the students demonstrated an awareness of 
the style of news by suggesting consistency in structure (line 6), brevity (line 9, 11 and 
17), parallel structure (line 19) and readability (line 2 and 23). Some also self-edited 
their drafts to remove clumsy sentence structure, complicated vocabulary and jargon 
(line 2) and adopted an inverted pyramid structure to improve the flow of the article 
(lines 5, 13, 15, 16 and 24). One student however stated omission of the inverted 
pyramid structure (line 26) by telling the story in a sequence. 
 
4.6 “style” 
Regarding the “style” of news, both corpora (see Appendix 2, Lists 11 and 12) reflect 
how the students associated the word “style”  with “inverted pyramid style” (List 11, 
lines 1, 7 and 14) a term to describe a traditional news writing structure. It seems that 
some students mixed the word “style” with “structure”.  It is noted in the peer comments, 
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style of online news associates with consistency (line 2), use of strong verbs through 
action verbs with short syllables (lines 4 and 6), plain words (line 4), formality and 
length (lines 8, 11 and 12). It is also noted that some students mistook APA referencing 
(lines 10, 13, 15 and 16) for the referencing style of news writing.  
 
In the self-reflections, an awareness of news writing for its style of simplicity (List 12, 
line 2,4), clarity (line5,6) and variety of words (line7) is further mentioned. However 
the term APA referencing was still mistaken by a few students for referencing style of 
news writing (lines 3 and 9).   
 
 

Despite a low number of discussion on categories of grammar, style and tone, the 
concordance lists above indicated a sound understanding of online news writing which 
included the use of tone. In the more popular category, layout and design, the students 
used jargon like “headline”, “subheading”, “hyperlink” and “multimedia design” which 
were main features of the online news genre. In additon, concordance search of self-
reflection corpus indicated relevant changes made by the students following the peer 
comments and through self-editting.  
 
In sum, concordance findings from the peer comment and self-reflection corpora 
demonstrated a sound understanding of the news structure ( e.g. “lead”, “headlines”, 
“wrap-up” and “inverted pyramid”) and good news style (e.g. “acuracy”, “authenticity”, 
“brevity”, “clarity” and  “updated information”). Some students discussed also their use 
of attribution and verb choice (e.g. strong verbs, modal verbs). Examples of confusion 
with the use of referencing style for news writing however can be found among some 
students. 
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5. Discussion 
 
Students’ focus in online peer review 
 
A predominant amount of peer comments and self-reflections seem to focus on 
categories like “contents” while discussion of other categories include “organisation”, 
“layout”, “style and tone” and “grammar” only amount to half or even less of the first 
category. The findings answer the first research question by confirming how the student 
peer reviewers may prone to make suggestions at a macro-level on content or topic 
specific comments.  The result therefore agrees with findings from Liang (2010) for 
revision-related discourse, students chose to focus more on content discussion than on 
meaning negotiation. The low occurrence of concordances with wordings like “grammar” 
and “style and tone” can be attributed to arguments on students’ low esteem in their 
competency level as ESL writers (Liu, 1997; Carson & Liu, 2006; Liu & Carless, 2006). 
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Common grammatical errors spotted in the concordance findings (e.g. in Appendix 2, 
List 11, line 13 and List 12 line 9) also concur with concerns for grammar accuracy 
(Cheung, 2014) which may hamper the quality of peer comments.  
 
Despite the low occurrences of concordances containing the word “grammar” found in 
the corpus of online peer comments, reflections on peer review practice among Chinese 
ESL writers (Carson & Nelson, 1996; Yang & Meng, 2013) suggested that students 
mostly perceived their peers helped them in checking grammatical errors and improving 
understanding of the text.  Such perception can be supported by evidence of cautious 
and vague comments like “minor errors”, “few grammatical errors” and “small errors” 
(Appendix 2, Lists 1 and 2). In addition, the word “errors” is mainly associated with 
grammatical errors and spelling errors in a general context rather than meaning of 
explicit language problems. This finding gives further evidence to the argument 
discussed earlier with respect to the low confidence level of ESL peer reviewers and 
reinstated a tendency of giving surface-level statements instead of explicit language 
related comments (Storch & Wiggleworth, 2010).  
 
However, it is noteworthy that the peer reviewers demonstrated a clear understanding 
of features of news writing, specifically, the online news genre. Such understanding can 
be easily spotted in collocations and co-text (see Table 4.3) from concordance lines of 
keywords like “sentences”, “language”, “structure” and “style”. Apart from stating the 
requirements of news writing in sticking to conciseness, clarity, simplicity and 
timeliness, the students have been very specific in giving examples of sentence length, 
choice of sentence structure, use of vocabulary or jargon and sequencing of paragraphs 
which form concrete advice to their peers.  
 
Students’ use of peer comments  
 
The second research question focuses on identifying specific action taken and 
improvement made to the draft news by the students on receiving peer feedback. Despite 
corpus findings revealing low instances on categories of grammar and style and tone, 
samples of concordance lists of key word search from the self-reflection corpus provide 
evidence of the students’ understanding of the news genre. Concordance lists including 
keywords associated with the news genre suggest a positive impact of the peer review 
process when implemented with self-evaluation because the students were invited to 
revisit the requirement of news writing (Boud & Molloy, 2013) through processes of 
reviewing a peer draft and reflecting on peer comments to their draft news.  It therefore 
suggests how online peer review practice during the drafting process in combination 
with the self-reflection in the editing of the final version can help students to be 
responsible and reflective on their choice of language use and style of writing (Dochy 
et al. 1999). By adding the step of self-reflection after the peer review, the students were 
therefore urged to pay attention to categories of news writing beyond the content and 
error correction. Percentages of instances from self-reflections on layout and design 
(36%) , language and tone   Results from the online survey also indicate the peer review 
practice using self-reflections provides more opportunities for students to justify choices 
of language use and discuss the style of online news genre. 
 
As argued in the findings addressing research question 1, the ESL learners may not be 
able to provide explicit and specific language-focused comments as suggested by Yang 
and Meng (2013) and Orita (2016). Such evidence can also be noted in a lower 
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distribution of comments on style and tone, and grammar that the distribution in turn 
was even lower in self-reflections because they were responses to peer comments 
received. This finding therefore seems to agree with claims that ESL peer commentators 
tend not to trust themselves and their peers as qualified to critique on language use (Liu, 
1997; Carson & Liu, 2006; Liu & Carless, 2006) and . In the keyword search of “style” 
when only 16 and 9 occurrences can be drawn from peer comment and self-reflection 
corpora respectively. However, with a higher percentage of responses to peer comments 
on the layout and format of news, it may indicate that the ESL students have 
demonstrated awareness of online news presentation and paid attention to these aspects 
in their editing. Such preferences to comment on format and mechanics seem to coincide 
with findings on types of feedback in research on LREs (Swain & Lapkin, 2002; Storch 
& Wiggleworth, 2010).  
 
Concordance lines including terms of “hyperlinks”, “headlines”, “sub headlines” and 
other genre specific jargon imply also how well peer reviews were conducted (Storch, 
2017). While the style of online news writing with regard to lexico-grammatical choices 
of sentence structure, tense and verbs indicate the extent and value of peer review, a 
lower number of responses to categories of style and tone found in the self-reflection 
corpus could be attributed to factors like motivation and attitudes of students.  
 
6. Implications  
 
Comments associated with features of news writing which emphasizes accuracy, brevity, 
clarity and simplicity (Cotter, 2010; Hicks, 2007) support a positive awareness among 
the student writers. Both corpora of peer comments and self-reflections covered 
discussion on sentence length, organisation of paragraphs, and layout and design. The 
concordance search provides evidence for student understanding of such terms in 
relation to online news writing. It further implies their understanding of assessment 
criteria as some of the terms are drawn from the assessment rubric. The concordance 
findings help to substantiate the argument that ESL learners can benefit from the peer 
review practice in the boosting of genre specific understanding by simply giving and 
receiving feedback (Lunstrum & Storm, 2010). It can be further argued that language 
proficiency level in such circumstances does not seem to affect development of such 
knowledge (Yu & Lee, 2015, 2016a, 2016b; Yu & Hu, 2017a, 2017b).  
 
The study however prompts for amendments in the course contents based on the 
following findings:  
 
It is noted that the students’ knowledge of the news genre could be limited to only 
preliminary learning despite a high frequency of words associated with the format and 
layout of online news: “headline”, “subheading”, “hyperlink” and “multimedia design” 
found in the concordance lists. A profound knowlege of the news writig style would 
require in-depth discussion of significant linguistic features like the use of attributive 
verbs, strong verbs and tenses which were rare in the corpora. The low occurences of 
such jargon used, however, may reflect reviewer proficiency rather than writer 
proficiency as argued in Allen and Mills (2016).  
 
It is also arguable that the peer comments are all useful and of good quality. Examples 
of confusion with the structure and organisation of news writing could be found in the 
peer comment corpus.  This is most obvious when many peer reviewers suggested the 



17 
 

use of the inverted pyramid structure in the first paragraph of a feature article, which 
may not be applicable in the case of most feature articles. Concordances of relevant key 
words drawn from the peer comment corpus also indicated a fundamental 
misunderstanding of the referencing method (APA style) which is required in academic 
writing but seldom adopted in news writing. 
 
 
7. Limitation 
 
As many students in this study only submitted a peer comment of 100 to 150 words, the 
peer comment corpus does not capture any record of follow-up discussion that might 
have been conducted among the peers. In making the study feasible, the research 
focused mainly on changes made by the students in the final version when compared 
with the draft news. While the students reflected on their use of the peer comments in 
the self-reflection, the impact of self-editing has not been included in the study. It is also 
arguable that the improvements made in the writing could be attributed to peer 
comments or self-editing alone, as students may have consulted views of people not 
from the class or relied on other resources like editing software in their revising of the 
draft.   Due to the small size of corpora, the frequency of concordance findings of certain 
keywords could also be affected.  
 
This paper presents mainly the findings from the corpora of student comments and 
reflections. The corpora of student draft news and revised news are not included because 
of word limit. 
 
8. Conclusion 
 
The present study of peer review in ESL writing distinguishes itself from relevant 
research by examining specifically the corpora of peer comments and self-reflections. 
The concordance findings offer concrete details of students’ peer review and self-
reflection practice. They are useful for teachers to review the quality of peer review and 
how the practice might be better applied in their teaching pedagogy. Specifically, in 
building of confidence among peer reviewers to provide quality comments on peers’ 
work (Novakovich & Long, 2013). 
 
In their discussion of rethinking models of feedback in higher and professional 
education, Boud and Molloy (2013) suggested the use of peer feedback as part of the 
assessment to encourage students to take an active role in soliciting and using feedback. 
It also indicates a flexible arrangement of modes of feedback which suit the needs of 
students. This suitability has been reflected from the findings of the present study that a 
combination of peer review with self-reflection can be used in the multi-drafting process 
of writing.  
 
This paper provides the groundwork for further corpus study regarding the practice of 
online peer review in ESL writing. In their study on giving feedback to students in ESL 
writing, Hyland and Hyland (2006) stated that effective feedback needed to be text 
specific, relevant and clear.  They also deemed that good feedback would not appropriate 
the text or the writer’s responsibilities; and allow students to determine a way to revise 
in response to the feedback. It is therefore useful to gather evidence of students’ revision 
in comparison with the draft. As the use of online peer review is becoming more and 
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more common in the writing classroom, it is necessary to have a comprehensive study 
of teachers’ perspective and their practices with learners of various proficiency levels 
and from a local context. It may also be useful to benchmark such findings with those 
from professional corpora to provide evidence of genre-specific acquisition by ESL 
learners of writing. Given the word limitation, the researcher plans to publish this part 
of the findings in separate papers.  
 
With a rising recognition of the effectiveness of peer review practice in both teaching 
and learning of writing, the corpus-based approach may also add insight to training and 
administering of peer review in various learning environments. In addition, with respect 
to the research of second language writing, the use of learner corpora can help to 
decipher learners’ needs in their acquisition of writing across curriculum, specifically, 
those professional genres less researched on but commonly used in the workplace. 
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10. Appendices 
 
Appendix 1. Assessment Rubrics of the Online News Project  

Category Novice 
(F, D to D+) 

Apprentice 
(C to C+) 

Proficient 
(B to B+) 

Distinguished 
(A to A+) 

 Content  20 points 
(Accuracy, Authenticity,        
Originality, Timeliness) 

News story includes 
a few facts or no sign 
of understanding of 
the subject matter 

News story includes 
some recent facts 
and shows signs of 
understanding the 
subject matter 

Entry includes 
important and 
recent facts which 
shows 
understanding of 
the subject matter 

Entry includes in-
depth information 
which add 
freshness and 
profound 
understanding of 
the subject matter 

  Organization 20 points Information is not 
organized and 
audiences have 
trouble following 

Information is 
somewhat organized, 
audiences have little 
trouble following 

Information is 
organized and 
audiences have no 
trouble following 

Information is very 
well organized and 
audiences have 
absolutely no 
trouble following 

  Grammar 20 points  More than 10 errors 6 to 10 errors 2 to 5 errors 2 to no errors 

Style and Tone  
20 points 

No consistency in 
word choice and 
minimal control of 
sentence structures 

Limited word choice 
and control of 
sentence structures 
that inhibit voice and 
tone 

Use of a variety of 
words and sentence 
structures to create a 
consistent voice and 
tone adapted for the 
readers 

Precise use of a 
variety of words and 
sentence structures 
to create a 
consistent voice 
and tone adapted 
for the readers 

Layout and display 
10 points 

No thought in format 
and layout or no effort 
is shown 

Some thoughts in 
format and layout but 
little effort is shown 

Some thoughts in 
format and layout 
with good effort 
shown 

Format and layout 
are attractive with 
major effort shown 

Self & Peer 
Assessment  
10 points 
 
 

No comment or 
review, does NOT 
show understanding of 
the entry 

Some comments and 
remarks show little 
understanding of the 
entry 

Useful comments and 
remarks help the 
peer to improve 

In-depth comments 
and remarks form 
further development 
of idea from a 
different perspective 

     

Additional Comments (minimum 100 words to be posted on the news blog anonymously): 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Writer’s Name:________________________ Grade: __________________________________________________ 

Reviewer’s Name:_____________________________________________________________________________  
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Appendix 2.   
 
Lists 1 to 12 Concordance Lines of Meaningful Keywords 
 

 
 
List 1. Full concordance of the word “errors” from the peer comment corpus 

 
 

 
 

List 2. Full concordance of the word “errors” from the self-reflection corpus 
 

 
 

List 3. 30-line concordance of the word “better” from the peer comment corpus 
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List 4. Full concordance of the word “better” from the self-reflection corpus 
 

 
List 5. Full concordance of the word “sentence” from the peer comment corpus 
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List 6. Full concordance of the word “sentence” from self-reflection corpus 
 
 
 

 
 

List 7. Full concordance of the word “language” from the peer comment corpus 
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List 8. Full concordance of the word “language” from the self-reflection corpus 
 
 
 
 

 
List 9. Full concordance of the word “structure” from the peer comment corpus 
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List 10. Full concordance of the word “structure” from the self-reflection corpus 
 

 
 
List 11. Full concordance of the word “style’ from the peer comment corpus 
 
 

 
 
List 12. Full concordance of the word “style” from the self-reflection corpus 
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