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This chapter will help you to
•

read, think critically about, and respond to your peers’ writing

•

explore and generate the appropriate types of feedback according to the rhetorical
situations of different assignments

•

implement feedback in your own writing

•

understand the collaborative and social aspects of writing processes

•

learn how to more effectively and respectfully work in groups
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Collaborative learning is a useful skill to develop because it is common practice in many
departments across the university as well as beyond academic life. During your time at
Virginia Tech, you will likely collaborate with your peers various times in many different
classes. For example, you might have to work with lab partners and groups to conduct
research and produce collaboratively written documents, like academic journal articles and
presentations. Beyond Virginia Tech, you will likely also work with peer groups in the “real
world” once you graduate.
Working with groups can help you learn to collaborate in writing and learning. Because
everyone has unique skills and interests, working with groups gives you a chance to learn
from the talents and experience of others while sharing with them your unique skills.
Collaboration can be used during any stage of the writing process, but it is certainly an
essential part of the revision process for writing because it offers you a chance to hear how
other readers react to your writing.
This chapter discusses collaborative learning and peer workshops in the writing classroom. It
covers various types of feedback you can give and receive when working in peer workshop
groups, and it offers some strategies and tips for learning from your peers.

6.1 Collaborative Learning and Collaborative Writing
Collaborative learning is an intentional activity much different from the “busy work” many
students associate with group work during high school. Collaborative learning refers to the
ways in which we can strategically learn from one another. Ideally, through collaboration
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people will be able —“with their powers combined”— to create knowledge beyond what each
member holds individually. However, collaboration can also lead to groupthink or the exclusion
of less popular opinions. As a result, collaborative learning must be strategically implemented
in order to be effective, allowing group members to achieve consensus while also considering
conflicting opinions.
Collaborative writing is a form of collaborative learning through which a document is produced
with group members contributing different aspects to the writing process. The logistics of
collaborative writing can take place in a variety of ways: members may each take a portion of
a text to write from beginning to end, or members may divide up roles so that each person
works on one aspect of the entire writing process, such as research, design, or text
generation.
No matter how the collaborative process is designed for each project, the following points
serve as a general guide to facilitate collaborative learning:
•
•
•
•
•

Determine the objectives or purpose of the project
Agree on what form the final project will take
Assign group members specific responsibilities
Create a timeline for completion of the project
Discuss how disagreements (which are inevitable) will be handled

Collaborative learning and writing have a strong connection to each other: when you talk to
others about their writing, it helps you learn about your own writing and writing processes. One
of the most typical collaborative activities in a writing classroom is workshopping with your
peers. In these scenarios, you have the opportunity to not only learn how to write better by
seeing your peers’ writing, but you can also contribute to the improvement of their writing. In
this way, collaborative work can encourage the writing process and improve the final outcome.

6.2 A Few Things to Keep in Mind When Collaborating in Workshops
It can sometimes be difficult to share writing with others. Because writing is often highly
personal, it can be hard to hear feedback, and this might make you nervous or embarrassed to
show your work to someone else. Keep that in mind as you work with other writers and
comment on their writing. Be honest and don’t be insulting. Be critical (see Chapter 3 on critical
thinking, reading, and writing) but not harsh, and above all, be a courteous, thoughtful, and
interested reader.
•

Writing and reviewing aren’t about being right or wrong. Working in peer review groups
isn’t about “correcting” someone else’s paper. It’s about offering suggestions on how to
become an even better writer.

•

Be sure to provide some positive feedback. Even the most problematic paper has
something good in it. For example, you could say things like, “I really like the details you
provide in paragraph five,” or “You seem to be really good at organizing your ideas.”
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•

Try not to ask yes/no questions. These types of questions don’t give the writer anything
to think about. For example, rather than asking, “Is this your main point?” ask, “I think
this is your main point. Could you explain it more fully for me?”

•

You don’t have to agree with the point of view of the writer. You just have to tell the
writer if he or she effectively communicates that point of view.

6.3 Giving Feedback on Writing
If you have never participated in peer review workshops, the process may seem intimidating.
You may feel that you are not enough of an “expert” to give feedback to someone else.
However, the best feedback you can give is not in the role of expert but in the role of reader.
You will be able to respond to the writing as a reader—whether or not you found the paper
interesting, confusing, convincing, or profound. Your reaction to the writing will help the writer
start to grasp what portions are working and what portions need revision. Always try to make
comments constructive so that the writer has an idea of how to improve. For example, saying,
“I think your topic is boring” will not help the writer improve the draft. The writer may be
understandably upset and will not know what to do to improve the paper. A more constructive
approach would be to suggest ways through which the paper could be made more interesting.
When you give feedback on writing, it’s best to be as specific as possible. For example, saying
“I think you should switch the order of the third and fourth paragraphs” is a lot more useful
than saying, “You need to work on your organization.” You will have to adapt the type of
feedback you give according to what part of the process you are reviewing. If you are
brainstorming or working on an early draft of a paper, it doesn’t make much sense to dig into
the nitty-gritty sentence-level details if the author is going to revise and reorganize the paper
anyway. A good rule of thumb is not to call attention to issues of mechanics and sentencelevel errors unless they get in the way of your understanding the author’s point. If you are
working on a final draft with your peer group, however, you might focus on polishing the draft
to prepare it for submission.
When someone is reviewing your paper, it’s also useful to give your reviewer some ideas
about what you’d like him or her to focus on. For example, you might say, “I’m not sure the
examples I provide in the second paragraph are detailed enough,” or “Could you help me think
of some ways to conclude this last section?” When the reviewer gives you feedback, it is
common to feel a little defensive, especially when you have put a lot of hard work into a piece
of writing. However, try to hear feedback with an open mind. You and your peers are all trying
to do the same thing: become better writers.

6.4 Global Feedback
You might be asked to give or receive global feedback during your peer workshop. Global
feedback takes a holistic approach, and it examines the paper as a whole rather than zeroing
in on errors and sentence-level concerns. When you offer global feedback, you should focus
on ideas, content, and organization. Global feedback can be useful at any point in the writing
process, but you are most likely to ask for or give global feedback on an earlier draft of a
paper.
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Some questions you might ask the writer while you’re reviewing the writer’s paper:
•

What are the primary things you’d like to focus on during our workshop?

•

What do you think are the strengths of your paper?

•

What is the main idea that you’d like me to take away from the paper? From each point
or paragraph?

•

What parts did you have trouble writing?

•

Could you elaborate on this idea?

•

How do your opinions influence your writing?

Here are some questions you might ask yourself while you’re reviewing a writer’s
paper. You should discuss the answers to these questions with the writer:
•

Does the paper fulfill the assignment’s requirements? (Requirements include basic
things like page length or including a Works Cited page, but requirements also tell you
about the purpose of the assignment. As a classmate, you will likely be working on the
same assignment, so you will know the ins and outs of the requirements.)

•

Is the paper appropriate for the intended audience?

•

Does the paper follow the style and conventions of the designated genre?

•

Can you identify the piece’s main argument?

•

What are the paper’s main strengths? What’s working? What are your favorite parts of
the paper?

•

What sentences/ideas are difficult to understand? What sentences/ideas are clear and
easy to understand?

•

Are the tone and style appropriate for the assignment?

•

Does the paper progress in an organized, logical way?

•

Are there transitions between paragraphs and ideas? If not, where might be good
places for them?
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•

Are there sections in the paper that seem unrelated to the rest of the paper?

•

Did you feel lost or confused at any point? How might the writer improve the areas that
confused you?

•

What might be missing from the paper? What else, as an interested reader, would you
like to see in the paper?

Exercise 6.a Read Aloud
When you read your own paper aloud, you will hear different things in your paper that you
did not notice while you were writing it. Pay attention to the places where it becomes hard
for you to read smoothly; usually that is a sign that revision is needed. You might notice
things like paragraph length and sentence structure, or you might notice that your
organization needs some work or that your sentences tend to be too long and wordy. You
might even discover that your paper isn’t as bad as you originally thought it was! In a peer
workshop group, pick one of the following options for reading your paper out loud:
1.
2.
3.

Read your entire paper aloud to your peer workshop group. As you read aloud, ask
your reviewers to take notes on what they like and what they are confused about.
Read your paper paragraph by paragraph, stopping at the end of each paragraph to
discuss with your reviewers the strength of the paragraphs and sentences and what
could use some work.
Have one of your reviewers read your paper aloud to you while you listen and take
notes. This might feel weird or a bit uncomfortable, but that’s the point; you’ll hear
different things in your own paper when someone else reads it to you. You’ll see the
paper through their eyes and see what they emphasize when they are reading it. If
it’s different than what you wanted to hear, those are likely places for revision.

Exercise 6.b Point Outline
Point outlining is a great way to work through issues of organization in a paper. The
technique requires you or a reviewer to go through and write down what the point, or
purpose, of each paragraph is. The tendency is to outline based on topic: “This paragraph is
about ….” However, a point outline demonstrates the function of a paragraph within the
larger paper: “This paragraph does the following ….”
As a writer, when you outline your own paper, you will get a better sense of how your paper
is (or isn’t!) structured. When a reviewer outlines your paper, you’ll get a good idea if the
main ideas of each paragraph are clear and if all the separate points come together to fulfill
the overall purpose the paper.
After reading through each paragraph or section of the paper, tell the writer, in one or two
words or a short phrase (in your own words), what you think the main point of the paragraph
is. If you have a difficult time determining the main idea of the paragraph, that indicates that
the writer needs to reorganize and refocus the section. The writer can also come up with her
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own main points for each paragraph and compare them to what the reader thinks are the
main ideas.

6.5 Local Feedback
In local feedback, peer reviewers focus on sentence-level feedback and grammatical issues.
Local feedback generally occurs once a paper is almost ready for submission. This type of
feedback usually is used after a peer group has workshopped a draft a few times. When
reviewing someone else’s paper, you might find it easier to focus on this type of response, but
try to only offer this type of feedback if the writer is working on an almost finished, polished
draft or if sentence-level issues are getting in the way of your understanding the paper.
Some things to keep in mind while offering local feedback:
•

You aren’t the editor, but if you notice possible editing and proofreading problems, point
them out, not as the expert, but as a classmate. The writer is responsible for checking
into your findings before making changes.

•

Do you notice a specific error that occurs frequently in the paper and gets in the way of
your understanding what the writer is trying to say? For example, are semicolons being
overused inappropriately?

•

If quotations are being used, how do they function? Do they support the writer’s
argument? Do they overshadow the writer’s ideas? Has the writer followed the
appropriate form of citation?

For more information on grammar, mechanics, and style conventions, see the previous
chapter.
Exercise 6.c Coloring
It can be difficult to figure out how to revise your own paper. Because you have probably
looked at it so much, it is hard to “see” your paper in a new way. One of the ways to get a
fresh perspective on your paper is for you or a peer to highlight different components of the
writing with different colors. Depending on the assignment, you may want to focus labeling
topic sentences, evidence, quotation introductions, transitions, argument, or other relevant
features that your instructor may direct you to identify. Seeing your paper “in color” can help
you identity features you are including and features you need to develop.

6.6 Reading and Responding to Feedback
During peer review workshops, you may have to provide written feedback directly on the draft,
or you may have to interpret the comments of your peers or of the instructor. The following are
a few short-hand comments and what they mean:
•

Unclear: As a reader I do not understand the meaning of this part
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•
•
•
•

Explain or Unpack: I understand the meaning in general, but I need more details and
explanation to fully get the point
Evidence: Your point needs to be supported with credible data
Relevance or Significance: It is unclear why what you are saying is important. Explain
to the reader why he or she should care about your argument
Awkward or Word Choice: A word or phrase is not the most appropriate choice for the
context and hinders a fluid reading of the text

After you have workshopped a paper with a peer group, you will likely have a lot of feedback to
deal with. One challenge for every writer is how to respond to readers’ comments. If you have
multiple reviews, sometimes they might offer you conflicting advice. So what do you do with all
this feedback?
One strategy to work through your feedback is to note the common patterns and themes you
see in the responses you’ve received. For example, if all of your reviewers notice that your
organization needs some work, they’re probably on to something.
Another strategy for working through and incorporating feedback is to come up with two or
three goals, based on the feedback you have received, that you’d like to achieve in your next
draft. If possible, meet with your peer reviewers again to see if you have responded to their
suggestions.
If you’re struggling with how to respond to feedback or you’d just like to sort through it with
somebody, be sure to visit the Writing Center, located in the Learning Commons on the second
floor of Newman Library. The tutors there can help you interpret some of the comments you
received if they seem vague or confusing to you. The Writing Center can also offer you a fresh
set of eyes on your paper at any point during the writing process.
Finally, contact your professor about revision questions, especially if you do not understand
comments on your draft.
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