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Abstract. The aim of the present research was to investigate how Saudi college students would respond to peer 
response techniques introduced in composition classrooms. The study was conducted over two consecutive 
semesters, namely Fall 2005 and Spring 2006. Throughout the two semesters, the students were grouped in small 
groups of three, required to look at each other's work and comment on one another's writing. At the end of the 
second semester, 24 students responded to a four-point survey. The results of the survey showed that most students 
thought their English writing skills improved as a result of studying writing as a process. In addition, most students 
had positive attitudes toward both giving and receiving comments and advice from peer writers. Moreover, most 
students mentioned they changed their texts because of opinions and suggestions from peers. Such positive 
attitudes reflect the need to update composition teaching methods and foster group work strategies in composition 
classrooms in Saudi Arabia. 

 
 

1. Background 
 
Group learning has gained increasing importance due 
to a theoretical shift in focus from cognitive factors to 
social factors related to the learning process. Learning 
is now seen more as a social process acquired through 
concrete social interaction and active involvement in 
collective activities with others that guide and shape 
the learners' acquisition of skills (Olivera and Straus, 
2004). This theoretical shift paved the way to a 
parallel pedagogical shift in instructional methods in 
different fields in which group learning techniques 
have become the norm for many classroom activities. 
Group work and joint activities were found practical 
techniques to exert positive influence on learners, 
facilitate discussion and interaction, and make it 
possible for the students to accept others' opinions 
and understand their perspectives (Bonk and 
Cunningham, 1998). 

Peer response strategies used in composition 
classrooms are group learning situations that have 
enriched the teaching of writing in different ways. 
The term peer response "refers to students' reading 
and responding to each other's written work to 
provide their peers with comments on how they can 
improve the draft versions of their papers" (Nelson, 

1997: p. 77). The utilization of peer response groups 
in teaching second language writing is supported by 
four theoretical stances: process writing theory, 
collaborative learning theory, Vygotsky's Zone of 
Proximal Development, and interaction and second 
language acquisition (SLA). Studies founded on these 
theoretical stances have provided "substantial 
evidence that peer response activities in fact help 
second language learners develop not only their L2 
writing abilities but also their overall L2 language 
abilities through the negotiation of meaning that 
typically takes place during peer response" (Liu and 
Hansen, 2002: p. 2). 

The process-oriented approach to writing emerged 
as a response to the traditional product-oriented 
approach that considered writing a linear process, 
valued form over meaning, and focused on a 
composition made up of a series of parts—words, 
sentences, paragraphs—where the whole discourse 
with meaning and ideas is widely ignored (Li Wai 
Shing, 1992). The process approach promotes the 
recursive nature of writing in which the act of 
composing is broken down into many stages. The 
focus is on how students' performance develops in 
each stage. Students begin with generating and 
organizing ideas, writing multiple drafts, receiving 
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comments from teachers and other students, and 
revising before turning in the assignment (Lo, 1996). 
Peer response is a key component in the teaching of 
writing as a process as it allows students to work on 
their compositions several times rather than 
submitting a single draft that they think is sufficient. 
Putting students to work together in composition 
classrooms allowed the expansion of the concept of 
audience through which students considered not only 
their teacher's opinion, but also their peers' opinions. 
(Levine et al., 2002). 

Another theoretical stance that supports utilizing 
peer response groups is the collaborative learning 
theory. Knowledge, according to the collaborative 
learning theory, is socially constructed in the sense 
that the more the students engage in collaborative 
activities, the more they build knowledge, care about 
their fellow students, and wish to facilitate their 
acquisition of skills (Romney, 2000). Accordingly, 
learning is seen more as a social process acquired 
through concrete social interaction and active 
involvement in collective activities with others 
(Althaser and Matuga, 1998). Within this framework, 
students have the opportunity to be mutually 
supportive, share responsibility for thinking by jointly 
managing argument construction, model and learn 
different thinking strategies, and benefit from the 
shared expertise of the group (Brown and Palinscar, 
1989). Peer response activities are one kind of 
collaborative learning work that has the potential to 
lead to greater opportunities for students to negotiate 
meaning as they work with group-mates over the 
different stages of the writing process. When engaged 
in peer response activities, students have the 
opportunity to help each other in a way that was not 
possible if individualistic learning techniques are 
followed (Connor and Asenavage, 1994). 

A third theoretical framework that promotes the 
use of peer response groups in L2 writing classes is 
derived from the notion of the "zone of proximal 
development" (ZPD) as the site where learning takes 
place. ZPD is formally defined as: "the distance 
between the actual developmental level as determined 
by independent problem solving and the level of 
potential development as determined through 
problem solving under adult guidance or in 
collaboration with more capable peers" (Vygotsky, 
1978: p. 86). The notion of ZPD explains learning in 
terms of how to move from what the learners know or 
can do individually to what they can know or do with 
help. Learning, accordingly, occurs when learners are 
challenged through exposure to new experiences 
beyond their knowledge (Murphy, 1997). The 
strategy through which teachers and more capable 

peers can help others master new skills is called 
scaffolding. The role of group work during peer 
responding activities is to help learners gradually 
absorb the new experiences in the sense that guidance 
provided by more skilled peers becomes a key factor 
to make new experiences meaningful. If this does not 
take place, the learners will be perpetually operating 
within their comfort zone and will not move from 
what is known to what is new learning (Gibbons, 
2002). 

Research in the field of second language 
acquisition provides additional support for using 
group work in L2 classrooms. In particular, the 
various pedagogical options implemented in foreign 
language teaching need to be based, in part, on 
psycholinguistic considerations (Doughty and Long, 
2003). The comprehension approach to second 
language acquisition assumes that learning can only 
occur when meaning is involved. Accordingly, the 
need to negotiate meaning in any language-learning 
situation is a basic requirement to establish 
comprehension (Trimino, 1993). Learner-to-learner 
interactions facilitated by peer response groups can 
increase the pace of L2 acquisition (Mackey, 1999) 
and encourage the authentic use of the target 
language and meaningful communication (Bygate, 
2000). Besides, group work motivates learners to use 
the language and skills they have acquired to produce 
comprehensible output, which is necessary in order 
for second language acquisition to take place (Swain, 
1995). The interactive method followed in peer 
response groups helps L2 learners to become aware 
of their language knowledge gaps in situations where 
they can understand a language and yet can only 
produce limited utterances in it. The result is that L2 
learners are pushed to experiment with language 
forms and structures in order to produce 
comprehensible output (Ariza and Hancock, 2003). 
 

2. Methodology 
 
2.1. Procedures 

The study was conducted over a full academic 
year to examine the Saudi composition students' 
reactions to peer response groups. The researcher 
taught two courses, namely Writing I and Writing II, 
over two consecutive semesters, Fall 2005 and Spring 
2006. Group work was the educational strategy 
followed during the whole experiment. Throughout 
the two semesters, students were grouped in small 
groups of three, required to look at each other's work 
and comment on one another's writing. During the 
two semesters, the researchers worked with the 
students over the different stages of the writing 
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process, explained what they should do in each stage, 
and gave them orientation on how they can respond 
to their group mates' writing. 
 
2.2. Subjects 

The population of the study consisted of 24 male 
Saudi college students. They were freshman students 
whose major is English. They were students of two 
composition levels, namely Writing I and Writing II, 
that are part of the English language BA program at 
Umm Al-Qura University, Makkah, Saudi Arabia. All 
students took Writing I in Fall 2005. Twenty-four 
students passed that course and studied Writing II in 
the Spring 2006. 
 
2.3. Instrument 

The qualitative data used for this study were 
collected via a survey that the 24 students responded 
to at the end of the second semester after they 
finished studying Writing II. The survey was 
developed by the researcher. It consisted of only four 
questions that were written in English first and then 
translated into Arabic. The accuracy of translation 
was checked by a translation specialist who teaches at 
the researcher's home department of English. 
Students had a choice to answer in English or Arabic. 
(Survey questions and students' answers are listed in 
the Appendix). 
 
2.4. Instructional context 

The classes for both levels met twice a week. 
Once for a 100-minute lesson and once for a 50-
minute lesson per week. The books used were 
Interactions I and Interactions II, which are four-skill 
comprehensive ESL/EFL series. The focus of this 
series is on introducing the basic steps in the 
composing process through implementing a peer 
response methodology. Each chapter of the two books 
introduces a new topic that students should work on 
for 2-3 weeks. Class activities in both classes, 
Writing I and Writing II, focused on dividing students 
into small groups of three students each. Students 
were assigned to new peer response groups in each 
class in order to offer the opportunity for students to 
collaborate with different peers each time. 

Members in each peer response group worked 
together in different stages of the composing process 
and critiqued each other's assignments. For example, 
the title of the second chapter in Interactions I is 
Experiencing Nature where students are requested to 
write a description of a painting. In Part 1 of the 
chapter, there are 10 questions introduced to help 
students generate ideas. Students were asked to form 
small groups of three in a random way, answer the 10 

questions, and compare their answers. Then, the 
researcher asked the groups' leaders to take turns and 
represent the answers of their group mates. Similarly, 
this mechanism of group work was the norm for all 
other composing stages in each chapter. The chapters 
of Interactions I were as follows: 
 
Chapter 1: School Life around the World 
Chapter 2: Experiencing Nature 
Chapter 3: Living to Eat or Eating to Live? 
Chapter 4: In the Community 
Chapter 5: Home 
Chapter 6: Cultures of the World 
Chapter 7: Health 
Chapter 8: Entertainment and the Media 
Chapter 9: Social Life 
Chapter 10: Customs, Celebrations, and Holidays 
Chapter 11: Science and Technology 
Chapter 12: The Global Consumer 
 
The chapters of Interactions II were as follows: 
 
Chapter 1: Education and Student Life 
Chapter 2: City Life 
Chapter 3: Business and Money 
Chapter 4: Jobs and Professions 
Chapter 5: Lifestyles around the World 
Chapter 6: Global Connections 
Chapter 7: Language and Communication 
Chapter 8: Tastes and Preferences 
Chapter 9: New Frontiers 
Chapter 10: Medicine, Myths, and Magic 
Chapter 11: The Media 
Chapter 12: With Liberty and Justice for All 
 

3. Results 
 

This section presents the results of the survey in 
light of the students' responses to the four questions: 
 
1) Did learning about and doing the writing process 

(drafting, reviewing and revising) improve your 
English writing skills? 
Most students had similar reactions toward 

learning the writing process. They thought their 
English writing skills improved as a result of studying 
writing as a process. Studying writing as a process 
changed the way students approach writing. One of 
the students mentioned: "Most people, especially 
students, write directly without going over these 
writing steps, but I assume this has changed now". 
One of the students was very specific in stating 
certain benefits of studying writing as a process. In 
particular, he mentioned that studying writing as a 
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process was useful in learning about "cohesion and 
style and how to put conjunctions… etc." Another 
student considered revision the most important part in 
the writing process. He wrote: "revision was 
beneficial in making corrections to my writing and 
my peers’ writing". 

The new teaching method was motivating. A 
student commented: "studying the different steps of 
writing was useful and helped me to improve my 
skills. I will try to improve those skills even further". 
The interactive method used throughout the semester 
made it available to students to improve their English 
speaking skills as well. A student mentioned, 
"studying writing as a process was useful and made 
me learn how to write and speak [English] better". 
There were also some points of criticism raised in the 
students' responses. For example, a student mentioned 
that there should have been more practice than the 
theoretical part in order to get more benefit. Another 
student acknowledged the benefit of learning the 
writing process, but also asked for more exercises to 
apply the instructions presented in the book. 
 
2) What was your attitude toward giving comments 

and advice to peer writers? 
 

Most students had positive attitudes toward giving 
comments and advice to peer writers. A student wrote 
that "It's always good to hear different opinions and 
mostly it's a very helpful way to know and accept 
your mistakes due to the fact they were pointed by a 
classmate". Another student commented: "This is a 
very extraordinary way. I hope other teachers apply it 
because of its positive results". 

However, some students felt that the process of 
giving comments and advice to peer writers had some 
problems. A student mentioned that giving comments 
and advice to peer writers [as an idea] "was good, but 
some of them didn't care". Another student felt 
reluctant to give comments to any group mate. He 
commented: "The idea was OK, but I gave 
suggestions only to my friends". A third student had 
doubts about the impact of giving comments to peer 
writers in the sense that this process "was 
ineffective", but he didn't give reasons. 
 
3) What was your attitude toward receiving 

comments and advice from peers? 
 

Most students had the same positive reactions 
toward receiving comments and advice from 
classmates. A student mentioned that he "accepted it 
because they contain some important notes about my 
writing's mistakes". Another one stated, "I feel happy 

to receive those comments so I don't make mistakes 
again". A third one mentioned "I believe accepting 
[comments about my] mistakes is the only way to 
avoid making them in the future, so I'm OK with it". 
A fourth student mentioned that he believes that 
receiving comments from peer writers can improve 
his writing ability. He stated, "I like the idea 
wholeheartedly and try to use these comments to 
improve my writing skills". 

However, there were students who had less 
positive attitudes toward receiving comments and 
advice from peer writers. A student expressed that he 
was selective in accepting comments. He stated, "I 
took what was useful for me". Another student 
seemed reluctant to accept such comments in the 
sense that this process "was embarrassing because 
some students [who give comments] don't know how 
to write". 
 
4) Did you change your texts because of opinions 

and suggestions from peers? Why or why not? 
 

Most students mentioned that they changed their 
texts because of opinions and suggestions from peers. 
They felt good about changing their texts because 
their peers' comments improve their writing, provide 
them with more ideas, and give them a chance to 
benefit from others' suggestions that reflect multiple 
viewpoints. A student mentioned: "Yes, I did. Some 
of them are better than I am and know more about 
good writing". Another student stated, "Yes, I did. 
Because they got my attention on some mistakes and 
they have explained to me why and how to correct 
my mistakes and improve my writing's skills in the 
future". A third student stated, "Yes of course, 
because sometimes I was confused and my 
classmates explain some points for me. In my point of 
view it is useful way". 

Some students changed much of what they wrote 
based on their peers' comments. A student stated, 
"Yes, actually I did. That was when they convinced 
me that some ideas, sentences, or even words needed 
to be changed. I once changed a whole paragraph". In 
reverse, only one student expressed that he did not 
change texts because of opinions and suggestions 
from peer writers. He wrote: "No, because I have the 
problem that most students have: shyness". 
 

4. Discussion 
 
4.1. Studying writing as a process 

It should be mentioned that this was the first time 
ever writing is introduced to students as a multiple-
step process. Even though it was a new experience for 
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language proficiency or their composing skills were 
not developed enough. This comment could have 
been, with less probability, an indication that he could 
not read his group mates' handwriting and could not 
understand what their observations were all about. 
 
4.4. Changing texts because of peer suggestions 

According to students' input to the survey, most of 
them changed their texts because of opinions and 
suggestions from peers. This stance makes a perfect 
sense for the majority of students who had positive 
attitudes toward both giving comments and receiving 
comments from peer writers. It seems that students 
made use of class discussion to provide each other 
with more ideas and insights that have been utilized 
in changing and improving their compositions. Such 
outcome corroborates the argument introduced by 
Bitchener (2004) that the actual behavior of 
composing is socially-based. Peer response groups 
foster the development of writing abilities through 
emphasizing the communal aspects of the learners' 
intellectual life as well as promoting interactive 
reciprocal negotiation of meaning. 

Even though 23 out of 24 students mentioned they 
changed their texts because of ideas and insights from 
peers, there was one student who expressed 
unwillingness to change his texts based on his peers' 
comments. It seems that this attitude is not unusual 
because he expressed negative attitudes toward both 
giving comments to and receiving comments from 
peer writers. What could have led this student to 
adopt such unenthusiastic attitude? One possible 
reason behind the reluctance to make use of peer 
comments could have been related to face-saving 
matters. Participants in face-to-face communication, 
under normal circumstances, do their best to save 
their face and not threaten others' face. Receiving 
comments and giving comments on peers' writing 
could have been considered a face-threatening act by 
this student who may have never engaged in group 
work before taking this class. Consequently, it may 
have been that this student utilized reluctance to give 
or receive peer comments as a face-saving technique 
(McPherson and Kearney, 1992) 
 

5. Conclusion 
 

The present research surveyed Saudi college 
students about their reactions towards peer response 
techniques applied in two writing courses. The study 
involved 24 students who were taught two writing 

classes by the researcher in their first year at an 
English as a foreign language BA program. 
Qualitative data obtained from the post-course survey 
that the students filled showed that they expressed 
positive reactions to the new teaching style 
introduced for the first time to Saudi college students. 
They liked the different steps of studying composition 
within a process-oriented approach. Working on the 
same topic for 2-3 weeks gave them the opportunity 
to gather more ideas, plan their essays more precisely, 
and improve their writing. The students mentioned 
also that they liked working with their classmates in 
small groups which indicates that collaborative 
learning techniques are not as hard to introduce as 
thought beforehand. Most students had positive 
attitudes toward both giving and receiving comments 
and advice from their peer and used those comments 
to improve their texts. Finally, the positive experience 
that the students had during this experiment helped to 
overcome the difficulties that face initiating modern 
teaching methods. 

Current teaching methods in composition 
classrooms in Saudi Arabia should be updated to 
meet the trend of adopting the process approach in 
teaching composition. In this approach the focus is 
not on the final written product, but on understanding 
the different steps how students walk through in order 
to tackle a composing task. In addition, composition 
teaching methods should adopt group work strategies 
in writing classrooms in order to get the benefit of 
group work as a significant instructional technique. 
The experiment proved that the application of this 
technique brought about multiple advantages and 
made writing smoother and easier to students. 
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Appendix 
 

Students' Answers to the Four-question Survey 

���  1. Did learning about and 
doing the writing 
process (drafting, 
reviewing, and 
revising) improve your 
English writing skills? 

2. What was your attitude 
toward GIVING 
comments and advice 
to peer  writers? 

3. What was your attitude 
toward RECEIVING 
comments and advice 
from  peer  writers?  

4. Did you change your 
texts because of opinions 
and suggestions from 
peers? 
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It was only to help them and 
to give them advices 
according to my knowledge 
about the subject. 

I accepted it because they 
contain some important 
notes about my writing's 
mistakes. 

Yes, I did. Because they got 
my attention on some mistakes 
and they have explained to me 
why and how to correct my 
mistakes and improve my 
writing's skills in the future. 
 

s  Yes, I did. It was good, but some of 
them didn't care. 

I agreed with them in many 
times. 

Yes of course, because 
sometimes I was confused and 
my classmates explain some 
points for me. In my point of 
view it is useful way. 
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�j  Yes, it did. Most people, 
especially students, write 
directly without going over 
these steps, but I assume this 
has changed now. 

It's always good to hear 
different opinions and 
mostly it's a very helpful 
way to know and accept your 
mistakes due to the fact they 
were pointed by a classmate. 
 

I believe accepting and 
admitting mistakes is the 
only way to avoid making 
them in the future, so I'm OK 
with it. 

Yes, actually I did. That was 
when they convinced me that 
some ideas, sentences, or even 
words needed to be changed. I 
once changed a whole 
paragraph. 
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4�  Yes I did. Because we 
learning all things. 
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