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ABSTRACT
This study proposes a model to view and analyse college students’ written 
peer feedback after they assess each other’s formative task assignment and 
provide comments. The model was developed by: (a) revisiting learning-
oriented assessment and feedback theories, (b) reviewing and summarising 
existing peer feedback analysis approaches as detailed in published empirical 
studies, and (c) analysing a small set of primary learner peer feedback data. 
In the proposed GEARed model of peer feedback, each complete piece of 
comment on one improvable unit may have four cognitive elements, i.e. 
identification of the Gap between performance and goal, Explanation of 
the gap, gap-bridging Aspirations, and being Resourceful to reach beyond 
the current knowledge/skill level. Two social-affective-interactive elements 
also play a part, i.e. being encouraging to the peer feedback receiver and 
doubtful toward the provider self. Each feedback comment may contain any 
or all of these incremental elements rather than being assigned only to one 
category. It is argued that the absent or unresolved aspects in feedback leave 
room for the receiver to reflect and may suggest instructional actions for 
teachers. Finally, different patterns of GEARed component combinations are 
hypothesised and their implications for learning and teaching are discussed.

Introduction

Qualitative peer feedback, a follow-up activity of task assignment and a natural by-product of peer 
assessment, has become a popular pedagogical practice and a focus of study in higher education. 
Its complexity in scope, coverage, administration and data analysis poses challenges for researchers 
and practitioners. One such challenge is similar to classroom assessment being likened to a ‘hodge-
podge’ (Brookhart 2004), pointing to the lack of common terminologies and agreed-upon data anal-
ysis approaches to help aggregate study efforts and accumulate findings in the field. To address this 
problem, a few meta-analyses published in the past two decades have focused specifically on peer 
assessment in classroom learning contexts, and tried to lay down and refine the scope and processes 
of peer assessment (Gielen, Dochy, and Onghena 2011; Topping 1998; Van Zundert, Sluijsmans, and 
van Merriënboer 2010). The scope of these reviews, however, is at the more macro level, trying to take 
stock of a myriad of factors involved in peer assessment, while many individual studies focus on just 
a few of them.

Often researchers resort to the analysis of peer feedback data to answer their questions about peer 
assessment, and such analysis is usually laborious and troublesome. Lacking at the more micro level 
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in our toolbox of peer assessment research is an approach to analyse peer feedback data that can be 
used across educational disciplines and contexts, that can help shed light on the data being analysed, 
and that can aggregate and advance our understanding of peer assessment and feedback. Under the 
same objective of consolidating research efforts in peer assessment, and more specifically and narrowly 
in peer feedback, the current study zeroed in on learners’ written peer feedback and attempted to 
build a framework for investigating and understanding its nature, components and significance by: (a) 
revisiting relevant theories, (b) examining methodologies of peer feedback analysis in existing studies, 
and (c) analysing a small set of empirical learner peer feedback data. The questions that guided this 
endeavour were as follows.

(1)  Based on assessment-oriented learning and assessment feedback theories, how does peer 
feedback contribute to learning under formative assessment situations?

(2)  By referring to published empirical studies, what are the existing approaches to peer feedback 
data analysis? What insights could they offer? What problems should be resolved?

(3)  With a peer feedback analysis framework emerging from the above investigations, how could a 
small set of primary peer feedback data be interpreted and help shape a peer feedback model?

The model is proposed in the hope that it will help us better understand peer feedback and learning. It 
will be presented and explained with real peer feedback examples from the primary data-set, followed 
by discussions of the significance and implications drawn from analysis of the data using this model.

Theories of formative assessment and feedback

Black and Wiliam’s (2009) two-dimensional theory of formative assessment, or assessment for the pur-
pose of learning, features one dimension of cognitive activity in which: (1) criteria of learning are defined, 
(2) the gap between the criteria and actual performance is identified, and (3) the gap between the 
two is bridged so as to complete learning. The other dimension involves participants in a classroom all 
being mobilised as assessors. Ideally, the teacher first models the assessment steps. Under the ideal of 
a socio-constructivist paradigm, learners are then commissioned to practice assessment with peers and 
learn to assess and assess to learn. Eventually, individual learners acquire and internalise the assessment 
ability and become independent learners in the relevant subject area.

In the centre of formative assessment lies the critical information of feedback which is supposed to 
guide learners in the gap-filling journey. Hattie and Timperley’s (2007) meta-analysis based feedback 
model summarises characteristics of effective feedback. Aiming to reduce discrepancies between actual 
and desired performance, good feedback tells learners: (a) ‘where they are going’ by feeding up to the 
criteria, (b) ‘how they are doing’ by feeding back to the performance, and (c) ‘where to next’ by feeding 
forward to the next step of learning. In this model, teacher and student roles are clearly distinguished, 
featuring the teacher as the feedback provider and students as receivers. However, as we know more 
about formative assessment and feedback, learners are no longer expected to just passively receive 
feedback. Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick’s (2006) widely-cited seven principles of good feedback project 
an ideal image of self-regulatory learners who proactively participate in assessment and respond to 
feedback. Although many peer feedback activities appear to be directed for the receiver, recent studies 
seem to unequivocally suggest that the giver benefits much more (Nicol, Thomson, and Breslin 2014; 
Reinholz 2016).

Peer assessment and feedback have been used as an important way to improve learning, especially 
at the tertiary level when learners are cognitively and affectively more mature. Topping (1998) validates 
the efficacy of peer assessment through a meta-analysis and sets out a peer assessment typology to 
consolidate research efforts and synthesise findings. His effort was later updated by Gielen, Dochy, 
and Onghena (2011), who refine Topping’s typology into a five-cluster peer assessment ‘inventory’ to 
capture the diversity and cover the particularities of peer assessment design. Van Zundert, Sluijsmans, 
and van Merriënboer (2010), also by way of literature review, focus on peer assessment processes and 
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ascertain relations among variables that foster effective peer assessment. They conclude that training 
can enhance peer assessment skills and such skills are related to students’ thinking style and academic 
achievement.

In a peer assessment model, Sluijsmans et al. (2004) define peer assessment skills in three sequen-
tial aspects: (1) defining assessment criteria, (2) judging the performance of a peer, and (3) providing 
feedback for future learning, which is almost identical with Black and Wiliam’s (2009) theory of forma-
tive assessment. Particularly for the third aspect, Sluijsmans et al.’s (2004) model further breaks down 
peer feedback provision into three parts: (1) formulate discrepancies in a peer-assessment report, (2) 
formulate points for improvement, and (3) reflect on points of improvement to the peer.

This review suggests that the fundamentals of peer assessment and feedback still lie in the gap-bridg-
ing intention that is supported by knowledge of learning criteria and assessment of actual performance, 
both of which entail lots of training in the subject matter. It has to be noted that learners, by engaging 
in peer assessment and feedback give-and-take, are not to become experts like their teachers, but to 
engage in the task so as to actively learn.

Existing approaches to peer feedback analysis

To understand existing approaches to analysis of peer feedback data, I focused on empirical studies at 
tertiary level which reported details on how written peer feedback was analysed. First, Van Zundert, 
Sluijsmans, and van Merriënboer (2010), a literature review for the period between 1990 and 2007 
focusing on peer assessment processes and effectiveness, was taken as a starting point. By screening 
major databases for relevant publication, Van Zundert et al. found 26 articles and divided them into 
four outcome variable types: psychometric qualities, domain-specific skill, peer assessment skill, and 
student attitudes toward peer assessment. Among them, peer assessment skill is the category directly 
related to the current investigation and, within this category, three studies detailing approaches to 
peer feedback analysis were selected.

To update and expand this sample, I followed Van Zundert et al.’s procedures and did another round 
of screening in the Web of Science by selecting the following four databases: Social Science Citation 
Index (SSCI), SCI-Expanded, A&HCI, and ESCI. Selection criteria included: (a) document type: journal 
article, (b) language: English, (c) publication year: 2008–2017, and (d) domain: educational research. 
Some high-frequency but irrelevant results, such as those studies in the field of medicine, related to 
journal peer review, case study, at primary and secondary levels, or with electronic platforms such as 
MOOCs as the focus were excluded. Keywords applied included peer feedback, peer comment, peer 
assessment, peer review, peer evaluation and peer rating. Titles, abstracts and then the content of the 
initial 597 articles were read to find empirical studies at tertiary level that reported with details on how 
written peer feedback was analysed.

Fifteen articles were retained and are summarised in Table 1 and marked with an asterisk in the 
reference list. For each study, the country, discipline and learner task were highlighted, followed by 
number of participants and data sets in the units the author(s) specified. The categories of peer feedback 
were listed in the middle, with relations among categories marked by brackets of up to three levels. 
The frames and approaches of analysis were noted in the righthand column.

Frames of reference in viewing peer feedback data

Across the 15 studies, peer feedback was viewed in either a task criteria frame, an assessment func-
tion frame or a combination of both. Earlier studies adopted a task criteria frame as evidenced in the 
categories which peer feedback was assigned to. For example, Lin, Liu, and Yuan (2001) checked learn-
er’s peer feedback to see if it addressed the task criteria of relevance, thoroughness and sufficiency 
of references. Such a typology, taken directly from the rubrics or requirements for learners’ assessed 
work, could be mapped to the object of peer feedback and was straightforward. However, task criteria 
were not only discipline specific; they are mostly context and situation specific. With such a frame, it is 
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difficult to establish a common language for peer feedback researchers across educational contexts. 
More importantly, to understand peer feedback, we need to know more than whether learners have 
attended to certain task criteria in their peer feedback.

Except for a few earlier instances, as can be seen in Table 1, most studies adopted either an assess-
ment function frame or a combination of assessment and criteria frame. Nelson and Schunn’s (2009) 
typology is an example of assessment frame. It looks at whether peer feedback contains praise, identi-
fies problem, provides solution, offers explanation and so on. Such a frame helps us examine different 
aspects of peer feedback and has higher potential for improving the teaching and research of peer 
feedback. An example of a combined frame is Sluijsmans et al. (2004). In addition to examining whether 
peer feedback attended to the use of criteria in peers’ work, Sluijsmans et al. examined whether peer 
feedback was critical, posed questions, gave points for improvement, and so on.

Core peer feedback categories: cognitive and affective

Taking stock of the peer feedback categories seemed a daunting task at first. The numbers of categories 
from each study as shown in Table 1 range from a handful to about 20, with lots of subtle variations from 
one study to another. With such complexity, theories of formative assessment and general intentions 
of implementing peer feedback could provide a useful framework for discussion.

First, there has to be a set of underlying standards for the work to be assessed. These standards, or 
rubrics, or criteria, or expectations, could be explicitly stated as in typologies with a criteria frame or in 
a combined frame, or implicitly held by learners as a prerequisite, as in many studies using an assess-
ment frame. With such standards established, although sometimes not articulated, the peer feedback 
providers were then able to check the work being assessed against these standards and determine if 
there is a discrepancy between the standards and actual performance. If not, learning is successful and 
there was no peer feedback or there may be a praise. If a discrepancy is observed, this peer feedback 
may, in the form of opinions or suggestions, probe with questions, resolve it by pointing out the gap, 
explain why it is a gap, bridge it, and further explain why the gap is bridged this way. Or, any or all of the 
above elements could be missing in the peer feedback. As a result, categories such as praise, question-
ing, evaluation for strength and weakness, criticism (with or without explanation) and solution (with or 
without explanation) are commonplace and form the core of peer feedback categories.

These types of peer feedback delineate the cognitive processes involved when learners assess peers’ 
work and provide comments in the hope to help revise it for the better. Beyond cognition, there are 
categories having to do with interpersonal relationship and interaction. These peer feedback types 
are labelled as motivating, demotivating, affective (supporting, opposing), affective language (mitiga-
tion-complement, mitigation-other, neutral), motivational (self-esteem, assertiveness) or various tones 
(indirect/peer-to-peer, direct/authoritative, suggesting, stating, exhorting, probing). Praise, to signal 
nonexistence of gap between performance and expectations, could also be assigned to this category. 
Such affective aspects could also be found in teacher feedback, but may be especially significant when 
learners are learning through the not-so-familiar and inherently critical assessor stance and, moreover, 
will be at the receiving end after they have formulated and delivered peer feedback to others.

Other peer feedback categories: context-specific and teacher-role related

Some peer feedback types, such as those related to the scope or structure of an assignment, even with 
an assessment frame, can be context-bound and are not necessarily transferrable to other tasks in other 
situations. For example, many typologies expect that when learners furnish peer feedback, they attend 
to global and local aspects of writing (e.g. Cho and Cho 2011; Pham and Usaha 2016), which may not 
apply to non-writing tasks. Similarly, Noroozi, Biemans, and Mulder’s (2016) ‘suggestions for improving 
writing’ (26) has to be based on a writing task. As legitimate as these peer feedback types are in their 
own teaching/learning contexts, they could be inapplicable for, say, a mathematics task.
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Naturally, some peer feedback typologies look up to assessment feedback guidelines written for 
teachers, but the embedded expectation for peer feedback quality may seem too high to be realistic for 
students. For example, Ion, Barrera-Corominas, and Tomas-Folch (2016), following Nicol’s (2011) design 
for written feedback, include in their peer feedback typology task-development aspect qualifiers such 
as ‘transfer to other learning’, ‘balanced’, ‘enhance reflection’, ‘stimulate engagement’ and ‘referring to 
competencies’ (4). These features may not be justifiable as part of a universal peer feedback typology.

Peer feedback units and coding decisions

Though not specified explicitly, units of peer feedback in Lin, Liu, and Yuan (2001) are the entirety of 
peer feedback by individual students. Each learner’s peer feedback was holistically checked against 
six criteria and rated. Yet units of analysis in most other studies were much smaller. Except for Chang 
(2015), whose unit was a clause, most studies segment peer feedback into pieces of comments, or idea 
units, that represent ‘a self-contained message on a single issue’ (Cho and Cho 2011, 634), and this unit 
can range ‘from a few words to several sentences’ (Nelson and Schunn 2009, 386). These segmented 
units are then assigned to categories, sometimes repeatedly under different dimensions. Some of these 
dimensions are parallel (e.g. Novakovich 2016) and others are hierarchical (e.g. Patchan et al. 2013), in 
that assignment of data into one dimension (such as praise) marks an end but assignment into another 
dimension (such as criticism) entails further decisions on assignments to be made.

Once segmented, peer feedback data is assigned to pre-established or evolving categories. Coding 
assignments is mostly not absolute and could be subject to interpretation. Therefore, mutual exclusion 
among not-so-distinctive categories could pose challenges to researchers. For example, in Cheng, Liang, 
and Tsai’s (2015) analysis where codes were mutually exclusive, it was stated that ‘each instance … could 
only be classified into one category according to the main idea of the message’ (80). The distinction 
between ‘affective – supporting’ and ‘affective – opposing’ may be clear-cut. While it may be more dif-
ficult to decide between ‘affective – opposing’, ‘cognitive – direct correction’ and ‘cognitive – guidance’, 
a decision must be made. When the types are mutually exclusive, they had better be very different 
from each other, or a degree of subjectivity would be involved and may influence the analysis results.

Mutual exclusion does not have to be a rule though. Patchan and Schunn (2015), following the 
coding schemes established since Nelson and Schunn (2009) and modifying them from one study to 
the next, made an important revision in their analysis method. This change, as stated by the authors, 
was that ‘praise, problem, and solution were considered independent features rather than mutually 
exclusive’ (602), as the latter had been in their earlier studies. As an illustration of their revised coding 
scheme, one piece of data was coded five times as ‘no praise; problem; no solution; localised; low prose’, 
showing us a peer feedback scenario in which a performance gap was located and identified, but was 
not completed with a suggested solution. Findings about peer feedback of this kind, if put together, 
may provide teachers and researchers with a bigger picture of what the average learner can do and fail 
to do, such as being able to find a problem but not explain why. But by focusing on comparing peer 
feedback across types, and not considering these types as parts of a whole, existing analyses seem to 
see only the trees and lose sight of the woods.

Weighting: some peer feedback better than others?

Following coding, results are usually summed so frequencies or percentages can be compared among 
categories or within and across dimensions. There are also times when data are weighted. For exam-
ple, Novakovich (2016), with presumptions that peer feedback should contribute to the betterment 
of existing work and that suggesting improvement is better than explaining critical comments, which 
in turn is better than general encouraging comments, awards ascending points to the ‘naïve’, ‘editing’, 
‘critical’ and ‘directive’ comments observed.

These presumptions are plausible for training good peer feedback providers, especially after 
we have learned from research about problems with teacher feedback in that it is usually unclear, 
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incomprehensible, hard to understand, and does not offer guidance with constructive suggestions 
(Australian Council for Educational Research 2009; Bailey and Garner 2010; Price et al. 2010). However, 
studies have also repeatedly pointed out that aiming for more thorough feedback may be futile and 
missing the mark (Boud and Molloy 2012; Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2006; Orsmond and Merry 2011). 
Teachers know well how open-ended questions can usually engage active learners better than direct 
telling (Engin 2012). What really matters may be to engage feedback receivers in evaluating and improv-
ing their own performance with the help of peer feedback. After all, a passive feedback recipient who 
accepts and copies all suggestions without reflecting on or challenging the peer feedback may not be 
so desirable. By the same token, expecting learners to furnish perfect feedback may serve the provider 
but not the receiver. It may not be the mandatory goal of peer feedback activities all the time and may 
risk losing sight of the role played by the receiver, whose work is ultimately his/her own responsibility. 
As Walker (2015) concluded in her study: ‘The use recipients made of the feedback depended very 
little on the characteristics of the feedback received, but did vary strongly across the recipients’ (232).

To sum up, in order to establish a peer feedback model that has potential to be used across contexts 
and help us understand peer feedback better, there seem to be the following guidelines: (1) use an 
assessment frame of reference; (2) while task criteria may be a prerequisite at the peer feedback stage 
and do not have to be included, the gap finding and bridging efforts and the explanations revolving 
around these efforts should form the core of a peer feedback model; (3) the socio-affective and inter-
active aspects of peer feedback should be addressed; (4) the most common unit of peer feedback 
comments, which is a complete unit of meaning on one improvable aspect regardless of its length or 
linguistic structure, may serve most analysis purposes; (5) within cognitive or affective aspects, check-
ing data against peer feedback components may be better than assigning them to mutually exclusive 
categories; (6) apply different weighting only when it is necessary for the purpose of research.

Primary peer feedback data

In addition to top-down theories and empirical studies, bottom-up primary peer feedback data helped 
to verify and adjust theoretical reasoning.

Context and participants

At a university in northern Taiwan, 17 students enrolled in an essay writing course, one of the twenty 
different kinds of elective College English III, for two credits, meeting two hours per week for a total of 
eighteen weeks. This particular section was taught by the researcher in Spring 2016. Students gave their 
informed consent to participate and were trained to comment on each other’s writing. After in-class 
marking exercises and teacher modelling of feedback provision, peer feedback opportunities were 
arranged in between essay drafts and formal submissions, so the drafts could be improved before being 
submitted for teacher comments and grades. The submissions had to be accompanied by a revision 
report, in which the author explained where the essay had been revised from the draft and how it was 
related to the peer feedback received. More details about how assessment abilities were taught and 
facilitated in an earlier version of this course can be found in Huang (2016).

Data collection

Data was collected from the third assignment, a comparative essay, when learners had practiced peer 
feedback a few times. Instead of face-to-face peer feedback in the previous two assignments, students 
were instructed to post their drafts on Moodle, and then provide written feedback to their assigned 
partners. Each feedback had to address the task criteria of content, organisation, lexis and grammar. 
Two sets of learner data were discarded because, for one, the revised version was a complete rewrite 
and, for the other, the rewrite was a different genre.
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At the end of the semester, the three students whose overall improvement was most obvious were 
invited for individual interviews with the teacher/researcher. They were asked about the course experi-
ence in general and given their part of the peer feedback data and asked to reflect on the peer feedback 
and essay revision experiences. Their accounts helped to interpret the data in terms of how students 
approached and perceived the peer feedback and revision tasks. The interviews were conducted in the 
learners’ mother tongue, Mandarin Chinese, recorded and transcribed. Excerpts included in this report 
were translated by the author. The entire data-set included the following:

•  15 essay drafts
•  15 sets of written peer feedback
•  15 revised essays submitted for grades and teacher comments
•  15 revision reports
•  three individual stimulated recall interviews with three selected learners on their writing and peer 

feedback experience

Data analysis procedures

The teacher/researcher, with assistance from a research assistant who was also the teaching assistant 
for the course, analysed the data in two phases. Informed by relevant theories and the literature review 
on peer feedback analysis methods, the proposed model and its labels took shape out of the first 
phase - after a few iterations of data review, references to supplementary data, discussions of problems 
observed, and deletions and mergers of categories. In the second phase after the framework of the 
model was finalised, the entire feedback set was encoded anew by the established model, again sepa-
rately by the researcher and the assistant, with very minor discrepancies resolved through discussions.

The GEARed peer feedback model

A GEARed model of peer feedback is proposed. The six possible components of a peer feedback unit are:
G – identifying the Gap observed between current performance and the learning goal

E – Explaining and elaborating on the gap to make it fully understood

A – Aspiration to bridge the gap, with various degrees of success in opinion or suggestion

R – being Resourceful, trying to reach beyond current capability and seek outside assistance in the gap-bridging act

e – showing encouragement toward the receiver

d – expressing doubts and cautions for comments provided toward the provider self

The unit of analysis - a feedback comment, following Walker (2015), was ‘a statement relating to a par-
ticular shortcoming or praiseworthy item, whether that statement occupies part of a sentence, a whole 
sentence or several sentences’ (236). Explanations and solutions associated with the said particular 
shortcoming or praiseworthy item, whenever present, were included in the same peer feedback unit so 
as to preserve the whole picture. Each unit was checked separately against the four capitalised elements 
for cognitive components. Ideally each component builds upon the previous one(s) to develop into a 
piece of comprehensible and full-fledged comment. Each peer feedback unit was checked again for 
the lower-case elements which represent two affective components in peer feedback. Theoretically, 
all six components can be present in one peer feedback unit at the same time. But in the real-world 
data, more often than not, different components are omitted for various reasons, such as common 
background knowledge between the peer feedback giver and receiver and hence no need for the 
mention, or sheer negligence.
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An overview of the peer feedback data using the GEARed model

A total of 94 comments relating the presence of a gap and another 31 with no gap were segmented in 
the peer feedback data. Each peer feedback unit was checked against the GEARed components. Table 
2 shows the number and percentage of each GEARed component. For comments associated with gaps, 
changes made in the revised essays because of these feedback comments occurred 69 times; i.e. 73% 
of feedback was incorporated into subsequent work. The affective components were embedded in the 
language the feedback providers used. As shown in Table 2, e was always associated with cases when 
there was no gap, and d occurred 16% of the time when a gap was present.

The building blocks of peer feedback and their relationship

Each peer feedback element in the GEARed model is discussed in this section with feedback comment 
examples and student accounts from the stimulated recall interviews.

G: Peer feedback providers did or did not identify something that could be improved. In this English 
as a foreign language (EFL) writing context, these gaps could be referring to smaller units in the essay, 
such as word choice or local grammatical problems, or sentences that could be improved, or larger 
units such as the organisation or content that would require more substantial revision, as in these two 
excerpts: 

(1)  The first two sentences in your second paragraph … (followed by a direct quote)
(2)  But I think the expenses for watching movies at home should not be limited to rental or down-

loading fees.E: After identifying the gap, or an area that could be improved, 55% of the feedback 
comments explained further, the other 45% did not. Most explanations were brief and some 
involved clarification requests, such as these two examples:

(3)  Using this word is not appropriate here because it means …
(4)  Do you mean xxx? If so, you should …

Some explanations seemed to be vaguer, but, according to the students interviewed, vague explana-
tions could still serve the purpose. In such cases, the feedback receiver picked up most of the unfinished 
work and tried to figure out why it was a gap and how to solve the problem:

(5)  It’s abrupt when you suddenly switch to …
(6)  I don’t understand this.A: Eighty-eight per cent of the feedback comments contained the ‘A’ 

element, aspirations for improvement with ideas. They were related to local revisions such as 
word choice and grammar correction, or to global revisions such as organisation and content, 
usually above the sentence level. While ideas for local problems were mostly quite specific 
and closed-ended, global issues were more often accompanied by open-ended suggestions, 
such as:

(7)  I think you can briefly introduce what companies A and B are so that readers may have necessary 
background knowledge to understand your comparison.

(8)  You have discussed three differences. I think the second one could stand alone as one paragraph.

Table 2. composition of peer feedback (PF) components from 15 learners.

GEARed components PF units

PF on each cognitive parts

Revision made

PF on affect

G E A R e d
With gap 94 92 51 83 8 69 0 15
Percentage 100 98 54 88 9 73 0 16
Without gap 31 31 27 0 0 0 31 0
Percentage 100 100 87 0 0 0 100 0
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(9)  I think you could elaborate more in the concluding paragraph, maybe by referring back to the 
hook at the beginning and saying more.R: About 9% of the comments involved the element 
of being resourceful. This part exemplified the situation when the feedback provider tried to 
reach out beyond his/her current proficiency level and obtain credible assistance to deal with 
the problem at hand. An element not derived from theories or existing methodologies, this 
peer feedback feature surfaced from learner data and signified an important step of the peer 
feedback provider towards self-regulated learning in the gap-bridging effort:

(10)  After consulting the Oxford dictionary, I found that the preposition in your first paragraph for 
the phrase ‘play a crucial role’ should be ‘in’.

(11)  The word ‘venture’, according to the dictionary, means ‘a business project which involves 
taking risks’. I think you should use ‘startup’ instead.

(12)  I checked a collocation dictionary. There is no such usage as ‘rank slow’, just ‘high/low rank’.e: 
There were 31 occurrences of comments showing no gap in performance. Compared to 94 
with a gap, that is a ratio of 1 to 3. Eighty-seven per cent of these were compliments, i.e. 27 
out of 31, indicating why it was praiseworthy. According to interviewees, these praises were 
very important to them because ‘then you know you didn’t perform so poorly’. Although 
being labelled as ‘naïve’ and considered not helpful in improving the work (Novakovich 2016; 
Sluijsmans et al. 2004), praise and its value may have been underestimated and may lie at a 
less utilitarian, yet perhaps equally or more important, level.

d: Another interesting phenomenon not implicated by theories was observed: the expression of 
doubt about proposed solutions. This was similar to Nelson and Schunn’s (2009) earlier peer feedback 
types of ‘affective language: mitigation – compliment, mitigation – other, and neutral’. This occurred 
an average of one instance per peer feedback provider in this data-set. Expressions of doubt were 
mostly attached to suggestions and deliberately hedged by saying ‘just my personal opinion’, ‘for your 
reference’ or ‘just one minor point for you to consider’. Whether it was culturally influenced modesty, a 
surface courtesy or an educated prudence may deserve further study.

Observed patterns of peer feedback component combinations

By checking for the presence of each element in peer feedback comments, six combinations were found, 
as shown in Table 3. For example, G_ _ _ represents the kind of comments that had only identified the 
gap; GE_ _ tags comments that had identification plus explanation; G_A_ refers to those comments 
that identified the gap and aspired to bridge it, but lacked an explanation and outside resources. From 
the table, the most common combinations were G_A_ and GEA_, representing 37 and 39% of the data 
respectively.

G_ _ _: This was rare. But when the problem was minor and self-evident, no explanation or sugges-
tion seemed necessary:

(13)  There are two ‘also’ in the first sentence of your fourth paragraph.GE_ _: This type of comment 
explained the gap identified but offered no suggestion. When the expected improvement 
required more substantial work, the peer feedback provider was likely to leave it to the author. 
Student interviewees felt that this was not a problem because it was the author’s job to revise 
and address the issue identified:

Table 3. distribution of different geAr patterns.

  G_ _ _ GE_ _ G_ A_ GEA_ GEAR _ _A_ Total
  g_ _ _ ge_ _ g_ A_ geA_ geAr _ _A_ total
instances 5 7 35 37 8 2 94
Percentage 5 7 37 39 9 2 100
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(14)  I am kind of lost in the fourth paragraph. The first part is about a unique function that Dcard 
has. But when you switch to PTT, you talk about anonymous mechanism instead of the same 
unique function. Moreover, I think PTT has anonymous mechanism as well. We use nicknames 
instead of real names on PTT. Isn’t this a kind of anonymous function?G_A_: In 39% of the 
comments, explanation was omitted but suggestions were offered. Student interviewees 
reported that explanations were not always necessary since both the peer feedback provider 
and receiver shared common background knowledge:

(15)  I think it would be more appropriate you removed ‘the’ in ‘the expanding of American culture’ 
and changed it to ‘expansion of American culture’.GEA_: This combination in which a gap was 
identified and explained, and suggestions for improvement offered can be considered typical. 
It also ranked highest among all combinations in the current data-set:

(16)  Based on what I understand, ‘The French fries McDonald’s sold were thin, crisp and more salty’. 
You are comparing it to KFC’s, so you should change all adjectives to comparatives, making 
it ‘thinner, crispier and saltier’.GEAR: In eight instances, an identified gap was accompanied 
by an explanation, a suggestion, and reference to resources:

(17)  The word ‘tool’ in your first paragraph refers to ‘an instrument such as a hammer, screwdriver, 
saw, etc. that you hold in your hand and use for making things, repairing things, etc’. (Oxford 
dictionary). So it may not be the right word here, ‘equipment’ may be more suitable._ _A_: 
Theoretically, each piece of comment should start with G. G is the foundation for feedback 
comments to develop. Without a clear G, feedback may look vague. But in the data-set, two 
comments were found without a clearly perceptible G, but involved A (aspirations to bridge 
a gap):

(18)  You should use wordings such as ‘First’, ‘Secondly’ to start each paragraph.
(19)  I just think that you can consider rephrasing all your points above and put them in the last 

paragraph to make the solution stronger.

Although one can infer the gap that the peer feedback providers meant, i.e. in (18) the shortcoming 
was that points not introduced clearly enough and in (19) the weakness was that the solution was not 
strong, the data analysis decision was to keep the literal meaning without inferring too much. These 
two instances may showcase real-world situations in which the peer feedback provider fails to point 
out a clear gap, yet still provides something for the peer feedback receiver to ponder upon.

Significance of the GEARed model

By using the GEARed model, peer feedback comments were examined both by components and in 
their entirety. Peer feedback comments varied in their degree of comprehensiveness. G, identifying a 
gap or otherwise, seemed to be the foundation of feedback, although in very rare cases it was absent. 
E, elaborating on the nature of the gap, although conventionally desirable when teachers point out 
problems in student work, seems to be something that can be bypassed when a problem is obvious 
or when both parties hold mutual background knowledge. Element A, aspirations to bridge the gap, 
was not necessary in the case of a praise. Given a gap, A could be built upon G and E, or additionally 
followed up by R, or simply follow G without E and R, or stand alone as in _ _A_. In cases in which peer 
feedback activities were designed as a means to an end, A is a highly desirable component as it can 
benefit the provider more than the receiver.

It has to be noted that not all A’s were successful and A could be successful in various forms. For 
willing and engaged feedback receivers, incomplete A’s may provide more learning opportunities than 
an A that does it all. R is a part less commonly discussed in formative assessment literature. In the 
context where this study was carried out, writing resources such as dictionaries of various kinds and 
corpus concordances had been introduced as a part in the syllabus. Learner assessors readily applied 
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such budding knowledge to help them solve the problems at hand, which in theory, could be seen as 
trying to reach beyond the zone of proximal development (ZPD, Vygotsky 1987), and being on the way 
to becoming independent learners with self-assessment and problem-solving abilities.

Taken together, the percentages in Table 2 help depict a feedback profile unique to this data-set, as 
shown in Figure 1. Each bar in the GEAR chart indicates what peer feedback providers had contributed 
in different phases of GEAR to the gap-bridging act, despite their success being to various degrees. 
For the receiver, the work was not completed here. Under an instructional design to facilitate learners, 
the feedback receiver is supposed to take over and fill out the remaining part in each bar to present an 
improved work that stretched beyond his/her ZPD.

On the affective side, e, encouraging comments, seemed to be important to peer feedback receivers, 
although in past feedback studies this part has been considered to be unhelpful, labelled as ‘naïve’, or 
weighed much less in feedback scoring because it did not make the work better. But student informants 
showed how compliments could boost morale for them, especially when critiques constitute the major 
part of peer feedback. The d, expressing doubts, was unanimously pointed toward the providers them-
selves. Such characteristic may be mostly absent in teacher feedback, but for learners it seemed to demon-
strate an educated cautious attitude, which could be considered healthy and facilitative to learning.

Hypothetical GEARed patterns and their pedagogical significance

The combinations of GEAR components shown were not exhaustive. There may be combinations such 
as G_ _R, G_AR, or other anomalies such as that of _ _A_ existing in real classrooms. They may have 
different implications for educators. A few theoretically possible patterns are suggested and discussed 
here, as shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2(a) features a kind of feedback high in G and E, but low in A and R. In this hypothetical case, 
learners need help in pointing out the gap and explaining it more fully. Once they understand why it 
is a gap, they can bridge the gap and reach for resources on their own. Figure 2(b) is a case wherein 
the gap is more self-explanatory and the teacher’s job is focused on demonstrating how to improve 
the work and use resources. Figure 2(c) features a scenario in which the gap is merely pointed out and 
resources are referred to, leaving it up to the learner to figure out why it is a gap and try to bridge it 
by using the resources provided or referred to. Different patterns of peer feedback may elicit different 
learning behaviours.

We need more empirical data to be examined against the proposed GEARed model to help us better 
understand feedback and how it works in different contexts.

Figure 1. Peer feedback pattern observed.
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Conclusion, implications for future research and limitations

In conclusion, this GEARed model was generated with the components G, E, A, e mostly based on the-
ories and empirical studies and R and d informed by primary data. Its significance lies in viewing peer 
feedback by examining its different components side by side and drawing teaching implications from 
the distribution and combinations of these peer feedback components. The proposed GEARed model 
addressed two areas that were somewhat neglected in past peer feedback research, one on the role of 
peer feedback receiver and the other on viewing peer feedback as the whole of its key characteristics, 
highly related to each other, and not separating them.

The lonely journey of improving one’s work is different with the presence of peer feedback. The 
classroom setting has value because there are teachers and peers to help, people who have the same 
goal and interests and who would care. They can help, but it’s not their job. The good thing about peer 
feedback is that it serves both the giver and the receiver, with the effect contingent on their respective 
level of involvement. As shown in the students’ accounts, peer feedback served as a catalyst to point to 

(a)

(b)

(c)

Figure 2. Hypothetical feedback patterns for different learning needs.



1208  S.-C. HUANG

what the author had not noticed originally. Once the author was called upon to notice by peer feedback 
comments, even when there was vague or zero explanation, a learner who cared to improve the work 
would take over and learn and improve.

In the past when we questioned the effectiveness of teacher feedback (Bailey and Garner 2010; Price 
et al. 2010), we seemed to expect a perfect job from teachers. Later we realised that even a perfect 
job on the giver’s side will not suffice; feedback has to engage the receivers for it’s how the receiver 
responds that ultimately matters (Barker and Pinard 2014; Bloxham and Campbell 2010; Nicol 2010), 
so peer feedback has been used as a means to engage learners. But perhaps it is easier to examine the 
tangible peer feedback data provided by the giver than the intangible functioning in the feedback 
receiver’s mind, much emphasis has been put on the data and hence the giver and we are tempted 
to ask for more from the giver, as we had with teachers. The GEARed model made this case clear by 
pointing to the unfilled upper parts of the bars in Figures 1 and 2 that could and should be picked up 
by the receiver. As reported by student informants, a flawed peer feedback comment could still help if 
the receiver cared to think about it and work further on it. In this way, peer feedback served the receiver 
perfectly and the purpose of an imperfect peer feedback is fulfilled.

By the same token, we may lose sight of the whole picture if peer feedback components are examined 
separately and not as a whole. With the whole picture obtained through peer feedback data analysed 
in a GEARed model lens, such as the information revealed by the average peer feedback giver as shown 
in Figure 1 or the different hypothetical scenarios in Figure 2, the teacher, aided by his/her contextual 
knowledge of the learners and their learning, is able to diagnose learners’ needs better and provide 
more focused guidance. Instead of giving meticulous explanations and demonstrating all solutions 
or expecting peer feedback givers to do so, a teacher well informed by the GEARed profile of his/her 
learners’ peer feedback can forego the E in Figure 2(a) or the R in Figure 2(c) and target specifically at 
the needed areas and help learners more effectively.

The value of the proposed model may be more conceptual than pragmatic. The model does not offer 
any quick solution to teachers’ day-to-day work, but a perspective to view peer feedback and reflect 
upon facilitation to learners. Limited by the small data-set from a foreign language writing context 
and that most learner tasks referred to in the literature included in Table 1 are writing assignments, 
the GEARed model’s applicability needs to be subject to more scrutiny with more empirical data in 
the future. Moreover, the three student informants giving their accounts revealed how active learners 
viewed and processed peer feedback. Accounts from less active and average learners may also be 
needed in future studies.
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