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Although expectations for graduate students’ writing abilities are high, their actual writing skills are
often subpar (Cuthbert & Spark, 2008; Singleton-Jackson, Lumsden, & Newson, 2009), even though
academic writing is considered integral to graduate education and necessary for career preparedness
(e.g., Mullen, 2006; Stevens, 2005). Today’s scholars in any field must be prepared to communicate
findings effectively to a variety of audiences and venues. As such, explicit support in academic
writing and communication skills at the graduate level is vital, and yet this area of support is often
neglected in graduate level programs (e.g., Pfeifer & Ferree, 2006; Surratt, 2006). Thus, we propose
engaging students in the professional peer-review process to nurture this skillset. In this paper, we
present support for and practical implications of involving students in the professional peer-review
process, where graduate students serve as initial reviewers in double-blind (or similarly robust)
review procedures for refereed journals. We discuss theoretical and empirical support for
incorporating professional peer-review activities to facilitate growth in graduate students’ academic
writing skills and productivity, including constructivist theory, examining examples and non-
examples, working within the zone of proximal development to engage in deeper levels of learning,
and utilizing general student peer review to improve writing skills. Finally, we present a framework

for incorporating this form of peer review into graduate programs across disciplines.

Although expectations for graduate students’ writing
abilities are high, faculty and researchers across
disciplines have agreed that graduate students’ actual
writing skills are often subpar (Cuthbert & Spark, 2008;
Diehl, 2007; Lavelle & Bushrow, 2007; Singleton-
Jackson, Lumsden, & Newson, 2009). Further, it is
widely acknowledged that academic writing is integral to
graduate education and necessary for career preparedness
(e.g., Bacon & Anderson, 2004; Fischer & Zigmond,
1998; Mullen, 2006; Singleton-Jackson et al., 2009;
Stevens, 2005), and while academic writing skills may be
considered more or less significant depending on the
field of study, writing is central to any graduate program.
Fischer and Zigmond (1998) posited four skills integral
to graduate student success, the second being written
communication skills, or, more “specifically, being able
to convey the results of one’s work through publications
and oral presentations” (p. 30). Today’s scholars in any
field must be prepared to communicate findings
effectively to a variety of audiences and venues,
including peer-reviewed  journals, conference
presentations, practitioners, legislators, and grant
funders. As such, explicit support in academic writing
and communication skills at the graduate level in various
disciplines is vital, and yet this area of support is often
neglected in graduate level programs (e.g., Bacon &
Anderson, 2004; Fischer & Zigmond, 1998; Pfeifer &
Ferree, 2006; Rose & McClafferty, 2001; Singleton-
Jackson et al., 2009; Surratt, 2006).

Improving graduate students’ formal academic
writing is particularly important, as scholarly writing
and publication in refereed venues play paramount roles
in both graduate education and graduate students’
eventual careers (Kamler, 2008). Utilizing a practice-

based approach that enables graduate students to
participate in the publication process is ideal (Doyle,
2008), as productive student publishers more likely
become productive scholars (Kamler, 2008). Thus, we
propose engaging students in the professional peer-
review process to nurture this skillset. In this paper we
present support for and practical implications of
involving students in the professional peer-review
process, where graduate students serve as initial
reviewers in double-blind (or similarly robust) review
procedures for refereed journals. Our personal
experiences as graduate student reviewers encouraged
us to present this pedagogy here and we hope to
encourage others to utilize this practice, which, in our
experience, has the potential for affecting positive
outcomes.

We construct the foundation of our argument for
student participation in the professional peer-review
process by first summarizing research and theoretical
evidence concerning (a) the state of graduate students’
writing skills compared to expectations and (b) the
importance of academic writing in graduate school and
beyond. Then, we discuss theoretical and empirical
support for incorporating professional peer review
activities to facilitate growth in graduate students’
academic writing skills and productivity. Finally, we
present a framework for incorporating this form of peer
review into graduate programs across disciplines.

The State of Graduate Student Writing
The current expectation in graduate programs is

that students will write as professional scholars and that
they acquired this skill prior to their admittance
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(Mullen, 2006; Singleton-Jackson et al., 2009). The
reality, however, often does not meet this expectation
(Singleton-Jackson et al., 2009) and little appears to be
done to remedy the apparent discrepancy.

Several researchers have investigated the state of
graduate students’ academic writing skill levels. For
instance, Singleton-Jackson et al. (2009) administered
the SAT 1II: Writing Test, Part B writing—an
assessment used to measure high school students’
writing prior to college admittance—to students in US
graduate programs (PhD and EdD), the majority of
whom completed over 24 graduate credits prior to the
assessment. Results suggested that graduate student
scores were comparable to those of high school seniors.
Similarly, Alter and Adkins (2006) addressed the
writing skills of graduate students in social work
programs. They found that approximately 25-30% were
unable to pass a basic writing assessment, and
demonstrated considerable academic writing
deficiencies in direct contradiction to reported writing
expectations (Alter & Adkins, 2006). Particular
difficulties were linked to basic mechanical issues
associated with paragraph organization and clarity, and
utilizing evidence to build a focused case (Alter &
Adkins, 2006). As building an argument based on
evidence from text is often a staple of academic writing
for professional scholars and in graduate programs, we
posit that these findings depict barriers for many
graduate students in attaining success academically and,
eventually, as professionals.

Instructional Programs

Due to this evident lack of writing skill, some have
argued for more direct writing instruction at the
graduate level (e.g., Fischer & Zigmond, 1998; Lavelle
& Bushrow, 2007; Surratt, 2006). Integral to improving
graduate students’ writing skills is explicit instruction
designed to support students in developing their
undergraduate-level writing skills into skills appropriate
for the complexity of writing expected in graduate
school (Lavelle & Bushrow, 2007). Gibbons and Farr
(1998) noted that poor writing skills are not limited to
students and recently graduated PhDs, but have also,
unfortunately, described some senior faculty. As such,
they called for graduate programs to “acknowledge the
problem of flawed writing and begin to respond to it in
a systematic way” (Gibbons & Farr, 1998, p. 468).

Several writing programs have been implemented
at the graduate level (e.g., Cuthbert & Spark, 2008).
However, it appears that, although some disciplines and
specific programs have offered courses in written
communication skills, the practice is not a cross-
disciplinary staple. Researchers have examined the
implications of specialized courses and programs aimed
at improving both graduate and undergraduate writing
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skills through the use of several instructional strategies,
such as peer review and peer writing assessment (Cho,
Schunn, & Wilson, 2006; Whitehead, 2002), explicit
instruction of structure and process (Lloyd, 2006),
providing detailed feedback (Bacon & Anderson,
2004), co-authorship (Kamler, 2008), and repeated
practice (Johnstone, Ashbaugh, & Warfield, 2002).
However, in general, we found that these programs are
not as prevalent as the stated need would suggest
necessary, and few programs have been implemented to
directly address and assuage the widespread concern.

Implications

These  arguments for improved  writing
withstanding, we offer a question: What are the
implications of poor academic writing skills left
untended? Maintaining high expectations for potential,
future, and present faculty members is a concern
applicable to most areas of study (e.g., Staudt, Dulmus,
& Bennett, 2003; Surratt, 2006). However, graduate
students with little experience or skill in academic
writing eventually move forward from graduate school
to become academics or professionals where effective
writing is essential to professional success and
participation in the culture of academe (Staudt et al.,
2003; Surratt, 2006). Graduate students pursuing
research-oriented degrees in particular are expected to
contribute to their fields through scholarly publication.
However, research suggests that lack of direct
experience with the task can breed anxiety, which can
further impede growth in academic writing skills
(Bloom, 1981, Kamler, 2008) in turn exacerbating the
problem. Thus, focusing on improving writing and
research skills at the graduate level is important for the
success of these students as future professionals and as
contributors to their fields of study (Staudt et al., 2003).

Proposed Solution

Researchers have demonstrated that many graduate
students lack publishable writing skills and often fail to
develop these skills throughout their graduate careers.
In response to this clearly stated concern, we propose a
solution that engages graduate students in the
professional peer-review process to support them in
improving not only their scholarly writing skills, but
also their learning, higher-order thinking processes, and
transfer of knowledge—one of the primary goals of
higher education (Halpern & Hakel, 2003)—from
coursework to professional venues. As Wood, Bruner,
and Ross (1976) posited, “the learner must be able to
recognize a solution to a particular class of problems
before he is able to produce the steps leading to it
without assistance” (p. 90). As such, engaging in the
peer-review process, or recognizing scholarly work as
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well as areas for improvement, may be an important
step for graduate students when developing
independence in their scholarly writing (Reynolds &
Thompson, 2011). Thus, the professional peer-review
process (i.e., that which is specifically for the
acceptance or rejection of academic journal articles)
can serve as part of the scaffolding process of learning
to write in a scholarly fashion. Existing programs
designed to improve writing at the graduate level, as far
as we have determined, do not provide opportunity for
the type of experiential learning we propose through
reviewing manuscripts submitted for publication.

Theoretical and Empirical Support for Peer Review

Although research has begun to shed light on this
issue, there is little to no information regarding
graduate student participation in the professional peer-
review process, or whether this participation can
successfully strengthen academic writing skills. It is
important to note that, in this paper, we argue for the
full participation of graduate students in the peer-
review process. Engaging students in evaluating
manuscripts submitted for publication is not the same as
giving students a few example articles for the purpose
of “pretend” evaluation. Although participation in this
process often should begin with one or two “practice
run” reviews, there is reason to suggest that the
student’s participation will be more authentic, and the
learning more profound, if it is understood that the
student’s evaluation will have real-world implications
(i.e., it will impact whether or not an article is accepted
or rejected; e.g., Jones, 2009; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000).

The purpose of this section is to explicate a four-part
argument supporting the need to begin a discourse on
this topic and ultimately evaluate the effectiveness of this
approach. First, we wuse constructivist theory—
specifically radical constructivist and sociocultural
theory—as frameworks to discuss the importance of
learning through personal, yet logical, constructions.
Second, we apply the importance of exposure to both
examples and non-examples to graduate student writing
skills (Bruner, Goodnow, & Austin, 1956; Doolittle,
2000). Third, we frame participation in the peer review
of journal articles as an opportunity for students to work
within an appropriate zone of proximal development
(Chaiklin, 2003; Vygotsky, 1978) and to engage in
deeper levels of learning such as evaluation and synthesis
(Bloom, Englehart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwohl, 1956).
Fourth and finally, we apply recent research on the use of
general student peer review to improve writing skills to
this concept and argue for continued investigation (Cho
& Cho, 2011; Cho et al., 2006; Couzijn, 1999).

Implications for construction of knowledge. The
radical constructivist von Glasersfeld (1984), quoting
Giambattista Vico’s verum ipsum factum, asserted that

Reviewing to Learn 475

we only truly come to know what we make for
ourselves. Only then do we understand the component
parts and how they were assembled (von Glasersfeld,
1984). This concept lends itself well to the issue under
consideration. Graduate students may be told, within
classrooms or by their mentors, what is necessary for
quality academic writing. However, some have argued
that language is not sufficient to transfer conceptual
structures from the expert to the novice (von
Glasersfeld, 1998), and this knowledge will not become
fully integrated, or implemented, until students have the
opportunity to construct personally meaningful, yet
valid, understandings of what it means for them to be a
“good” writer. We suggest that participating in the
peer-review process can provide this opportunity. It
allows students to interact with academic writing and
apply and re-evaluate their current understandings of
good academic writing technique. The activity provides
students with the space to construct their own
meanings, which increases the likelihood that these
meanings will be retained and used in the future. This
participation also requires graduate students to interact
with an important artifact within the culture of academe
(i.e., the manuscript for review) and it is truly a
dialectic relationship.

The graduate student’s understanding is further
constructed through interaction with the manuscript,
while at the same time the manuscript is further
impacted by the student’s current understanding. This
aligns with John-Steiner and Mahn’s (1996) assertion
that “the individual constructs the social and at the
same time the social constructs the individual” (p. 196).
Through the dialectic nature of professional peer
review, graduate students continually evaluate and re-
evaluate their own understandings of good academic
writing. This provides students with the opportunity to
expand on and refine novice understandings until this
knowledge eventually matures into more expert
understandings of academic writing. Using both radical
constructivism and sociocultural theory as a framework,
we argue that the professional peer-review process can
contribute to the development of graduate student
writing skills by requiring them to construct their own
meanings and necessitating interaction with important
artifacts of academia.

Importance of examples and non-examples. The
importance of interaction with artifacts is related to the
second aspect of the current argument: exposure to
examples and non-examples. The theory of concept
attainment (Bruner et al., 1956) is well established and
applies to the topic at hand. The learner acquires
concepts, both simple and complex, through exposure
to examples and non-examples (Bruner et al., 1956;
Doolittle, 2000). One of the factors affecting the ease
with which a concept is attained is the complexity of
the rule set that is used to judge the concept (Bruner et



Chittum and Bryant

al., 1956; Doolittle, 2000). When applied to graduate
student writing skills, one can deduce that in order for
students to understand the concept of good writing, they
must be exposed to both good and bad examples of
writing. In a classroom setting, however, graduate
students are usually only exposed to examples of good
writing in the form of primary sources and articles
given as reading assignments and written by experts in
the field who have already honed their writing skills.
This neglects the non-example aspect of concept
attainment. Participation in the professional peer-review
process offers exposure to examples and non-examples
alike; as any experienced reviewer knows, not all
articles submitted for publication are worthy of
publication. By evaluating both publishable and non-
publishable work, we posit that graduate students can
strengthen their conceptual understanding of quality
writing. Further, the complexity of the rule set
determining good writing makes this concept more
difficult for learners to acquire (Bruner et al., 1956;
Doolittle, 2000). As opposed to concepts involving
simple rules alone, writing skill involves a host of
conjunctive, disjunctive, and relational rules (Doolittle,
2000). Extended interaction with these rules gives
graduate students the opportunity to develop a more
complete understanding of quality writing.

Working within the zone of proximal
development. The third aspect of the current argument is
based on Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal
development. The development of publishable writing
skills is a crucial aspect of graduate student development,
as this is a skill required for their future work. Although
many graduate students have the opportunity to peer-
review other graduate students’ work in the context of
class work, this is less likely to help them move toward a
professional, publishable writing ability. Although
graduate students may not yet have strong writing skills,
the zone of proximal development encourages educators
to focus on maturing skills and understandings, as
opposed to skillsets that already exist (Chaiklin, 2003).
When graduate students participate in the professional
peer-review process, they are evaluating the work of
individuals who will shortly be their peers in a very real
sense. Interaction with submitted articles can help
students successfully transition to a professional level of
writing (Chaiklin, 2003). This interaction, which is
understood to hold real-world implications (acceptance
or rejection), also encourages deeper levels of learning
(Bloom et al., 1956; Halpern & Riggio, 2003). Through
the peer review process, students must engage in higher-
order thinking processes, or critical thinking, which

describe[s] thinking that is purposeful, reasoned,
and goal directed—the kind of thinking involved in
solving  problems, formulating inferences,
calculating likelihoods, and making decisions,
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when the thinker is using skills that are thoughtful
and effective for the particular context and type of
thinking task. (Halpern & Riggio, 2003, p. 6)

Graduate students must synthesize their understandings of
writing skill and then use this knowledge and skill to
evaluate examples of writing and make a decision
affecting manuscript acceptance, leading to more
thorough or critical understandings of academic writing
(Bloom et al., 1956). The application of the zone of
proximal development to this example does assume the
availability of assistance for the graduate student
undergoing this process, either from a journal editor or
faculty mentor. Obtaining feedback on “trial run” reviews
and on subsequent reviews that prove challenging is an
important aspect of the success of this approach.

Peer review as an instructional strategy. In
addition to the theoretical foundations of this argument,
research is emerging which suggests that serving as a
professional peer-reviewer can indeed lead to improved
writing skills. Much of this research investigates the use
of general peer review within a classroom context (e.g.,
Cho & Cho, 2011; Cho & MacArthur, 2011; Cho et al.,
2006; Reynolds & Thompson, 2011). Peer review in
this context is defined as “the structuring of a process to
allow peers to review each other’s professional
processes and/or products with the goal of improving
such processes or products” (Woolf & Quinn, 2001, p.
22). What we suggest places graduate students in the
role of “peer” to those who submit original research for
review in a professional venue. Thus, students become
participants in the professional activities for which they
will be expected to assume as professionals and during
their tenure as graduate students. Cho et al. (20006)
investigated the validity and reliability of peer reviews
and peer-generated grades. They found that, although
students estimated that reviews and grades generated by
their peers would be significantly less reliable than
those of their professors, the reviews and grades that
students actually generated were highly reliable and
valid. These students received guidance on peer
reviewing and used rubrics to generate grades (Cho et
al.,, 2006). This study is relevant to our present
argument because it can allay a predictable concern
among journal editors: that graduate student reviews
will be of a lower quality and less reliable than those of
degreed professionals. As such, this study suggests that,
despite their graduate student status, the resulting
reviews of submitted articles will likely be of equal
caliber to those already holding a degree.

Research by Cho and Cho (2011) and Cho and
MacArthur (2011) made further contributions that are
relevant to the present article. Within both of these
studies, the researchers found that participating in a
peer-review process in a classroom context improved
the writing ability of the students who conducted the
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reviews and those students who received the feedback.
The students were reviewing the work of others in their
courses, which is arguably different than reviewing the
work of one who is not a peer or colleague. That being
said, this research suggests that it is worthwhile to
investigate the use of professional peer review as a
means to improve graduate students’ writing skills.
Although this would involve reviewing work of those
who are not peers, graduate students will soon become
professionals and obtain this peer status. As it has been
demonstrated that peer review is beneficial to the
reviewer’s writing skills, and that some training results
in highly reliable and valid reviews, it becomes clear
that more information is needed to determine whether
professional peer review can truly improve the writing
skills of graduate students.

Practical Implications

Our purpose is not to disseminate research, but to
propose a method that may be worthy of future research
endeavors. As such, in this section we offer suggested
guidelines for formally engaging upper level graduate
students in the professional peer-review process. These
proposed strategies are derived from educational
research, theory, and best practices, as well as our
personal experiences with the task as veteran reviewers
who engaged in the professional review process as PhD
students. The role we propose for upper-level (e.g.,
doctoral) graduate students is as initial reviewers in a
double-blind peer-review procedure for a mid-tier
journal in their area of study. We propose the following
be inherent to any program in which graduate students
act as reviewers for professional journals:

* Reviewed manuscripts are within each
student’s area of study and/or reflect their
prior experiences.

*  Student agreement to review each manuscript
is obtained in advance.

* One or two practice reviews are completed
with constructive feedback prior to an actual
review.

* Faculty and/or journal editors support students
interpersonally and provide access to external
supports.

Each of these points is discussed in greater detail in the
following sections and involves the concept of
scaffolding, or

the process that enables a . . . novice to solve a
problem, carry out a task or achieve a goal which
would be beyond his unassisted efforts. This
scaffolding consists essentially of the [expert]
“controlling” those elements of the task that are
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initially beyond the learner’s capacity, thus
permitting him to concentrate upon and complete
only those elements that are within his range of
competence. (Wood et al., 1976, p. 90)

By providing these scaffolds to graduate students as
they participate as novice initial reviewers, several
potential issues are assuaged. For instance, as the
student’s level of expertise is still in development, it is
likely inappropriate for them to be responsible for
issuing final decisions concerning manuscript
acceptance. This potential problem can be avoided with
professional support and clear guidelines during each
step (especially initially), a built-in system in which the
reviewed manuscripts represent areas of individual
expertise, and a process whereby final reviews are
approved by editorial staff. Another concern pertains to
students’ potential anxiety in making lasting decisions
about others’ scholarly work. Such ingrained scaffolds
as we suggest here will support their confidence and
perceived competence in decision making, especially
considering that another with greater expertise (e.g., the
managing editor) ultimately makes the final decision.
We suggest that one or more expert reviewers (e.g.,
faculty mentors, editorial staff) should facilitate this
guidance. We recognize that this requires a specific
type of relationship, environment, and intrinsic support
system wherein journal editorial staff are available to
facilitate student reviewers.

Tailoring to Areas of Expertise

We suggest that it is essential to insure that
manuscripts for review are within each student’s
general area of study or reflect their prior experiences
(e.g., current or previous course work, professional
experiences, graduate assistantship  experiences,
research interests). By attending to this point, especially
at the beginning of the experience, mentors scaffold
student success and efficiency by targeting their prior
knowledge (Halpern & Hakel, 2003) and ensuring that
they are comfortable with the jargon they will
encounter during the task. A procedure for collecting
these areas formally from each student is important.
Further, these areas can be expanded as each student’s
knowledge and experience develops as they progress
toward degree attainment such that manuscripts reflect
their present level of expertise. When tailoring
manuscript type and topic to students’ prior
experiences, as their expertise broadens, manuscript
topic areas should likewise expand; thus, mentors
gradually reduce the level of support (Chaiklin, 2003;
Wood et al., 1976) such that students are eventually
regarded as expert reviewers.

A PhD student in the social sciences, for example,
will develop an understanding of research methodology
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over a period of several years. Should a student be at the
beginning of that process, it might be more appropriate to
assign only theoretical, review, and instructional
manuscripts. Then, as student confidence and knowledge
expand, more advanced examples of empirical research
can be assigned per their individual research foci (e.g.,
qualitative, quantitative, mixed methods) and interests.
Eventually, the assumption would be that the students
evaluate a variety of research manuscripts. In the end,
these supports can be minimized as the mentor or editor
sees fit, such that the student is considered an expert
reviewer (Chaiklin, 2003; Wood et al., 1976). We
suggest, however, that an open line of communication is
present for students to communicate when they are
uncomfortable offering an opinion on a manuscript, a
point that segues to our next suggestion.

Peer Review Agreement

To ensure that a student is reviewing a manuscript
s/he feels qualified to review, agreement to review each
manuscript should be obtained in advance. Thus,
students have the opportunity to assess their confidence
and decline requests if they do not feel qualified to offer
professional opinions. Further, this encourages
perceptions of a safe learning environment while
providing feedback to the individuals who assign
manuscripts and act as mentor.

Providing Feedback

Rather than requiring students to immediately
complete reviews that are formally submitted and
disseminated to the authors, we suggest that the first
one or two reviews be practice-oriented, time
permitting. “Experience alone is a poor teacher”
(Halpern & Hakel, 2003, p. 40) or, in this context,
simply attempting to complete peer reviews is
insufficient to improving writing skills without
corrective and systematic feedback. Thus, the mentor
should read the student’s review and the manuscript
(provided that the review process permits a third party
access to the manuscript under review) in full to
provide appropriate feedback. However, it is important
to consider during this procedure that each reviewer
offers a distinctive perspective. Thus, these meetings
are not to assess whether or not the student considered
the same points in a similar manner as the mentor, but
that the student offered a unique perspective reasonable
and appropriate to the task at hand. Example feedback
might consider the following:

¢ professional phrasing
terminology, tone/manner),

* technical details of the review (e.g., length,
organization, specificity),

(e.g., jargon,
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*  strong points made, and

* significant points overlooked (if any, and only
if the mentor is permitted access to the
manuscript).

In addition, we recommend mandatory meetings
just prior to review submission during the initial
reviews (e.g., five) and continued as needed. During
these meetings, questions, expectations, and feedback
should be discussed. The mentor might also use this
time to ask students to justify their review decisions and
the suggestions they offered in the reviews. Moreover,
an open line of communication should be in place for
needed guidance between meetings. Thus, some level
of support is provided until students can serve in the
role independently and efficaciously. We recommend
that one or two reviews per month would be sufficient
for the experience, and would not be too great a burden
on the student or mentor.

External Supports

Many of the supports we have proposed thus far
concern the review process with less attention given to
further developing content knowledge; an intentional
focus. Upper level graduate students should have a
strong foundation in their fields of study and may even
possess prior experience as professionals in their fields.
Thus, content learning is less important when
successfully navigating the reviewing process discussed
here. For instructors to support transfer, content should
be utilized in learning environments in which the
information can be applied (Doyle, 2008), such as
serving as a peer reviewer. Accordingly, greater
attention is given to the scaffolds provided through
interactions with faculty or journal editors and the
information (e.g., guidelines, procedures, examples)
provided in advance, such as:

* A description of the student’s role and the
double-blind review process (e.g., see Figure 1).

* A document describing the mission of the
journal and submission guidelines (e.g., see
International  Journal of Teaching and
Learning in Higher Education [IJTLHE],
2014a, 2014b).

* A clear rubric or explicit guidelines for the
final review product (e.g., see Appendix;
IJTLHE, 2014c).

¢ Several example or model reviews.

Providing scaffolds in this way will support students’
learning and motivation for professional peer review by
clearly communicating task objectives and outcome
expectations (e.g., Bandura, 1986; Deci & Ryan, 2000,
2012; Schunk & Pajares, 2005). However, as noted
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Figure 1
Example Flowchart of the Peer Review Process

I Feedback/support |
| (faculty mentor or editor) |
1 1
1 4

Initial review
(graduate student)

|

Manuscript =

Final decision
(Managing Editor)

Second review
(expert reviewer)

1

Examine review and
assign 2" reviewer
(Managing Editor)

Final decision
sent to author(s)

Note. A flowchart similar to this can be provided to the student so that s’he understands the process and his/her role

as an initial reviewer.

above, it is important that these supports gradually
diminish over time as students develop expertise,
which will help to prevent overreliance on external
support (Wood et al., 1976).

We have described the theoretical and empirical
support for engaging students in the professional
review process, as well as several suggestions for
implementation. However, where and how this
learning experience is implemented depends on the
unique structure of each graduate program. Our
experience engaging in the peer review process as
graduate students was part of our graduate
assistantship responsibilities. Thus, our access to a
mid-tier journal and its editors was perhaps easier
than it may be for some. However, we believe there
are many environments in which this learning
experience might also be successful and that each
program or mentor might consider adapting the
experience per their department’s (or institution’s)
unique structure. For instance, some might consider
implementing peer review as a graduate program
requirement (e.g., as one or more course assignments
either in one course or across multiple courses, as an
activity considered part of the advisee/advisor
relationship, as a graduate assistantship
responsibility) and others might incorporate it as an
optional (or volunteer) activity (e.g., as a field study
or independent study focus, as a professional seminar
task). It is worth noting that access to a peer-reviewed
journal, in some fashion, is necessary to implement

this approach. Faculty and departments interested in
implementing this learning experience might consider
contacting colleagues who have ties with journal
editors or contacting journal editors directly, and then
collaborating to formalize procedures for including
their graduate students in the peer review process.
Many faculty members already engage in peer review
as part of their professional service; thus, such ties to
one or more refereed journals could serve as a
starting point for opening lines of communication.
Although collaboration with managing editors would
be necessary, as they assign manuscripts for review, it
is not required that they serve as the primary support
for the student reviewer. Associate editors, other
current reviewers, or faculty members could easily
fulfill this role. In making this decision, it is
important for implementers to consult the journal’s
guidelines on whether or not assigned reviewers may
show the manuscript to a third party. It is possible
that mentors may only be permitted to read the
student’s review (rather than also reading the
manuscript ~ under  review). Thus, ethical
considerations regarding anonymity during the blind
review process are pertinent to the design and
implementation of this learning experience.

In the end, we were unable to locate scholarly
literature indicating that this practice is used
elsewhere. Thus, involving graduate students in the
professional peer review process is an area for future
development, dialogue among scholars, and research.
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Conclusion

Although engaging in the professional peer review
process is a far cry from developing a manuscript
worthy of publication, throughout the process students
are evaluating content and formulating a timely
response—an activity common to graduate education
and professional activities in academe (e.g., formal
reviews, grading, collaborative research, advising
graduate students). Further, research suggests that
student writing should improve through regular analysis
of both “good” and “bad” examples of scholarly writing
(Bruner et al., 1956; Doolittle, 2000), as well as
engaging in the critical process of determining strengths
and areas for improvement (Bloom et al., 1956; Halpern
& Riggio, 2003). Whitehead (2002) went so far as to
suggest that academic writing skills are “probably the
most  important component in  demonstrating
scholarship” (p. 499). We posit that involving graduate
students in the professional peer review process will
support students in developing a variety of essential
skills, thus serving as a bridge toward gaining
independence as scholars.
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Appendix
Manuscript Review Criteria'

Review criteria for three styles of manuscripts—research, instructional/theoretical, and review—are listed below.
During the review procedures, the peer reviewer accesses these criteria through a password protected system and is
asked to rate each of the numbered criteria on a 4-point scale: 1 (excellent), 2 (good), 3 (fair), 4 (poor), and 5
(missing). In addition, a half- to full-page formal written review is required. Then, the peer reviewer selects one of
three options: (a) accept, with revisions; (b) not accept, encourage resubmission; and, (c) not accept.

The below information was reprinted with permission (IJTLHE, 2014c).
Research Articles:

Research articles include 15-25 page manuscripts (4,000-7,000 words) that are theoretical or empirical in nature.
Research articles are to be well grounded in the relevant literature and present knowledge, methods, and insights
relevant to higher education pedagogy. The broad scope of the journal and its diverse readership necessitates that
research articles address issues that have a wide appeal and significance to higher education practitioners.

1. Focus: Is the research manuscript's focus in congruence with the stated mission and foci of the journal?
Specifically, all research manuscripts should focus on the study, development, application, and evaluation
of higher education pedagogy.

2. Problem: Does the research manuscript clearly state and explain the problem or issue that is addressed by
the completed research? This statement of the problem should be directly linked with and in alignment with
the subsequent review of the literature.

3. Literature: Does the research manuscript identify the research that led the manuscript author(s) to propose
the research completed, and has/have the author(s) indicated how the current manuscript adds to the
previous research?

4. Methodology: Is the methodology described in the research manuscript well developed, clearly articulated,
and appropriate given the expressed problem, literature support, and research approach (e.g., qualitative or
quantitative)?

5. Analysis: Are the data that are collected, regardless of form (e.g., interview transcripts, achievement test
scores, survey results), analyzed using appropriate procedures and are the results of these analyses reported
accurately and fully within the research manuscript?

6. Conclusions: Are the conclusions discussed by the author(s) in the research manuscript supported by the
data analysis? In addition, does the conclusion address both the original problem and the implications of the
research findings?

7. Cross-disciplinary: Does the manuscript, either through the nature of the problem or the discussion of the
results, reach beyond a single discipline or domain and address the applicability of the problem and results
to higher education pedagogy, in general?

8. Organization: Is the research manuscript organized in accordance with current accepted formats for
reporting qualitative or quantitative research? In addition, all quantitative research manuscripts should
follow the latest version of the APA guidelines.

9.  Writing: Is the manuscript free from grammatical, punctuation, and spelling errors, and is the manuscript
written in an appropriate style? Uncertain issues of format or style should be answered using the latest
version of the APA style guidelines.

10. Format: Does the manuscript conform to the organization, style, and format guidelines set forth by the
latest version of the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association?

Instructional Articles:

Instructional articles are 5-15 page manuscripts (1,500-4,000 words) designed to explain and clarify innovative
higher education teaching methods. Instructional articles, while grounded in the literature on higher education

From “Manuscript Review Criteria,” by the International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, 2014,
http://www.isetl.org/ijtlhe/review/reviewCriteria.pdf. Copyright 2014 by the International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education.
Reprinted with permission.
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pedagogy, focus on the explanation of tentative, emerging, or alternative teaching methodologies, rather than the
strict reporting of empirical data.

1.

10.

Focus: Is the instructional manuscript's focus in congruence with the stated mission and foci of the journal?
Specifically, all instructional manuscripts should focus on the study, development, application, and
evaluation of higher educational pedagogy.

Problem: Does the instructional manuscript clearly state and explain the problem or issue that is to be
addressed by the instructional method discussed later in the article? This statement of the problem should
be directly linked with and in alignment with the subsequent review of the literature.

Literature: Does the instructional manuscript identify prior methods used to address the instructional
problem at hand and has the author(s) indicated how the current manuscript adds to the body of knowledge
to address the problem?

Pedagogy: Is the pedagogy described in the instructional manuscript well developed, clearly articulated,
and appropriate given the expressed problem and literature support? The pedagogy description should be
clear enough that others who may wish to adopt the pedagogy may do so.

Analysis: Is it clear how the pedagogy described in the instructional manuscript addressed the instructional
problem at hand?

Conclusions: Are the conclusions discussed by the author(s) in the instructional manuscript supported by
the analysis? In particular, are the conclusions logically consistent and do they logically follow from the
problem statement, the literature, the pedagogy, and the analysis?

Cross-disciplinary: Does the instructional manuscript, either through the nature of the problem or the
discussion of the results, reach beyond a single discipline or domain and address the applicability of the
pedagogy and results to higher education pedagogy, in general?

Organization: Is the instructional manuscript organized in accordance with currently accepted formats for
reporting pedagogical methods? In particular, is there a logical flow to the ideas presented therein?
Writing: Is the instructional manuscript free from grammatical, punctuation, and spelling errors and is the
manuscript written in an appropriate style? Uncertain issues of format or style should be answered using
the latest version of the APA style guidelines.

Format: Does the instructional manuscript conform to the organization, style, and format guidelines set
forth by the latest version of the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association?

Review Articles:

Review articles are 3-5 page manuscripts (1,000-1,500 words) that include commentaries and evaluations of recently
published works—books, articles, or web sites—related to higher education pedagogy.

1.

Focus: Is the manuscript and the material reviewed (e.g., books, articles, web pages) in congruence with
the stated mission and foci of the journal? Specifically, all review manuscript and materials reviewed
should focus on the study, development, application, and evaluation of higher education pedagogy.
Problem: Does the review manuscript clearly state and explain the problem or issue that is addressed by
the reviewed material? This statement of the problem should be directly linked with and in alignment with
the subsequent discussions of the reviewed material's contents and evaluation.

Contents: Does the review article adequately describe and explain the contents of the reviewed materials?
The descriptions and explanations should include both what is addressed and what is missing.
Evaluation: Is the material reviewed evaluated with special attention given to the material's significance
and applicability to higher education pedagogy? In addition, does the evaluation link the currently reviewed
material to existing, but similar, materials?

Conclusions: Are the conclusions discussed by the author(s), in the review manuscript, supported by the
discussions of the content and subsequent evaluations?

Cross-disciplinary: Does the manuscript, either through the nature of the problem or the discussion of the
results, reach beyond a single discipline or domain and address the applicability of the problem and results
to higher education pedagogy, in general?

Organization: Is the review manuscript organized in a logical and readable format?

Writing: Is the manuscript free from grammatical, punctuation, and spelling errors, and is the manuscript
written in an appropriate style? Uncertain issues of format or style should be answered using the latest
version of the APA style guidelines.

Format: Does the manuscript conform to the organization, style, and format guidelines set forth by the
latest version of the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association?



