
Peer review - subject-specific projects 
 

Good practice in administering peer reviews 

 

• Introduce peer review as part of courses early in the programme so that students have more 
time and opportunities to practice and build the skill before writing and reviewing their 
theses. 

• Provide students with formal instructions that set the focus and give a general direction but 
are not overly specific. To practice critical thinking, students need to have opportunities to 
identify and analyse the issues themselves. 

• When introducing peer assignments in writing (e.g. via online learning platforms), consider 
using explanatory language instead of academic jargon. 

o Compare: 

a. “Learning objectives: 1) To be able to critically evaluate research reports.  2) To be able to 
suggest improvements to research reports. 3) To think about research reporting on a higher level of 
abstraction.” 

b. “Your goal is to critically examine the report and evaluate how well it is put together in 
relation to the overall structure, the use of methodology, and the application of X [where X is the 
subject of the course]. In your review, highlight the strengths and the weaknesses of the report on 
these levels. For the latter, provide a recommendation on how the author could correct them and 
include a short motivation of why you think so.” 

Both phrasings aim to communicate the same thing but the first one is more suitable for internal 
staff reports while the second one is more operational, and therefore, might be more useful to 
students in understanding the task. 

• Consider assigning the pairs of reviewer-reviewees yourself to achieve arbitrariness in “who 
gets whom”. 

• For written reviews, set the word count range: the lower limit (e.g.600 words) to 
communicate your expectation of how much detail they should cover and the upper limit 
(e.g. 1000 words) to contain those who tend to write at length. 

• (Experimental suggestion) For courses supported by online learning platforms Athena and 
iLearn2, consider providing an opportunity for students to produce their reviews orally. They 
can record them digitally and submit as audio files. Some students might be better speakers 
then writers, and listening might be less time-consuming than reading. Set the time limit 
(e.g. a 5–7 min range). 

• Consider opening a dedicated forum section / thread for students to discuss the peer review 
assignment and process. Students might provide enough input for the course instructors to 
compile assignment-specific FAQ both for ongoing and future use. 

 



Things to avoid when implementing peer review assignments 

 

• Avoid administering peer reviews after the final version of the work has already been 
submitted for grading. Students will not be able to use the feedback to raise the quality of 
their work, and this would negatively affect the quality of their reviews. Instead, introduce 
peer reviews well before the final assignment submissions so that students have time to 
apply the feedback they receive. 

• Avoid setting too many rules on what should be reviewed. For example, an overly detailed 
reviewing checklist applied to a low-stakes assignment would unreasonably complicate the 
task. Instead, provide good pointers to guide the focus. 

• Avoid not specifying who should review what. Asking students to review any N submissions, 
for example, might result in unequal distribution of reviews per work: some submissions 
might get many reviews while some might get none. Instead, establish a system for students 
to officially “claim” the works they are to review (see Extended examples). 

 

Quality concerns – things to try 

 

Limited time and teaching resources: 

• Provide access to reviews and reviewed originals that are good, bad, and so-so. Briefly 
explain what contributes to the resulting grade in each case. When using students’ 
assignment submissions from previous years, remove the names of the students so that the 
exercise is ethically sound. Ask this year’s students if they consent to their work being shared 
for demonstration purposes in the future.  

 

Access to examples of different quality provides a good frame of reference. It also allows students to 
borrow useful phrases and expressions that they can use in their own reviews. This might be 
especially beneficial to students who are not entirely comfortable with the language of instruction. 

  

Sufficient time and teaching resources: 

• Consider doing a “mock” peer review exercise akin to the Calibrated Peer Review (CPR). The 
method was invented in the University of California, USA, to “calibrate” students’ perception 
of which reviews are good, bad, and so-so. This proved to raise the quality of reviews 
dramatically. The exercise is considered to be especially beneficial for large groups (100+ 
participants). The authors write that this method “melds the pedagogy of ‘writing-across-
the-curriculum’ with the process of academic peer review”: 
http://cpr.molsci.ucla.edu/Overview.aspx 

  

Watch a short video (4:11) on the experience of the University of Iowa, USA, of using CPR in a 
“mock” peer-review assignment: https://youtu.be/SaAyACSjppE  

http://cpr.molsci.ucla.edu/Overview.aspx
http://cpr.molsci.ucla.edu/Overview.aspx
https://youtu.be/SaAyACSjppE


 

Problems to expect and how to mitigate them 

 

• Students might be generally unsure about what exactly is the point with reviews, what 
should be reviewed, and how they are supposed to do it. 

o Address this by briefly explaining the why, the what, and the how when introducing 
the assignment. Be concise and clear in your message. 

 Explain what the practical learning goals are. 

E.g. to exercise critical thinking; to practice evaluating something on different levels of abstraction: 
that of concepts and their interrelations, that of structure, that of language, etc.; to help each other 
raise the quality of the final work. 

 Explain how this experience can be re-purposed to other contexts and 
situations – can students come across a similar task outside the academic 
context? 

E.g. Programming jobs: code reviews for quality control; jobs in data analytics: peer reviews for 
quality assurance and knowledge sharing; literary critique and writing: reviews, etc. 

 Explain what the review should focus on, given the overall purpose of the 
course and the grading requirements for the final project report. Introduce 
the essential reviewing drill, for example: 

(1)  Note what is working. 

(2)  Note what is not working. 

(3)  Try to explain why it is not working. 

(4)  Suggest a way to correct it. 

 Provide a short list of questions to guide the focus of the review 

E.g. What is the overall contribution of the work to general knowledge in the subject in question? Is 
there anything missing, if yes, what is it? Is the presentation consistent and easy to follow? Which 
parts could be reduced or expanded to make the work more balanced? etc. 

 Share previous examples of reviews and original works (see Quality 
concerns – things to try) 

• Students might be sceptical about the quality of feedback they might get from their peers 
and not sure about how it might affect their grades. 

o Address this by explaining that the final assignment submissions are assessed as 
they are, and that the quality of the peer feedback the students receive does not 
affect the final grade. However, any feedback has the potential to help them 
improve it. 

o Stress that it is as important to write a good review as it is to receive one. 



• Students might be uncomfortable at the thought of commenting on somebody else’s work 
openly. 

o Peer reviews can be open or anonymous. However, there is no objective need for 
anonymity in the context of casual peer review assignments. In fact, the “openness” 
might be considered a good practice as it raises accountability, tactfulness, and 
constructiveness of reviews. Besides, open reviews are easier to administer via the 
online learning platforms used at SU. 

o (Experimental suggestion) Although complete anonymity of submissions is not 
possible – the course instructor needs to know who submitted what to be able to 
grade it – it is still possible to make the reviews anonymous to peers. In this case, 
students should avoid including their names, student information, or anything else 
that can identify them in the files they submit. The works to be reviewed can be 
submitted in the same fashion. Course instructors would then have to keep record 
of the authorship of all submissions manually and “behind the scenes”. Suitable for 
courses supported by online platforms Athena and iLearn2. 

• Some students might think their reviews would be interpreted as them criticising or 
attacking their classmates personally. Because of that, they might produce reviews that are 
apologetic in nature rather than constructive and focused. 

o Address this by explaining that the reviews should strive to be objective and 
personally unbiased, that students should evaluate the work, not the author, and 
that the same applies to the reviews they receive -- it is their work that is being 
reviewed, not them personally. 

• Some students might be unnecessarily detailed in their reviews, picking at every little 
mistake that catches their attention. 

o Address this by explaining that the point with peer reviewing is not to change and 
redesign someone’s work completely, but rather to suggest improvements to its 
most crucial aspects. 

E.g. Elaboration of a method (important) vs punctuation mistakes (not that important). 
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