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it is to turn away from a paper that looks like this due to shame or fear, despite 

the fact that there is a lot of good here. I also discuss how most of these com-

ments relate to phrasing and punctuation, which are often best reserved for the 

proofreading stage, and that its overwhelming focus on negatives that makes the 

tone of the feedback closer to a detached judge than a collaborator.

I then offer an alternative vision to this, by giving students the guidelines 

shown in Figure 5.4 (and available for download from the companion website 

at resources.corwin.com/flashfeedback). Good peer response shares the 

same criteria: It is human, specific, prioritizes key things, and trusts itself; it is 

not about giving right answers.

WHAT GOOD PEER RESPONSE LOOKS LIKE

1. Good Peer Response Is Human.

The best peer responders don’t approach papers as a game of find the errors. They 
instead respond in a warm and welcoming way that lets the reader know that a 
human being is on the other end. Further, they put just as much emphasis on the 
strengths, because these are useful for the author to know and build on. Taking 
a human tone that looks at positives as well as negatives also matters because it 
opens the author up to your suggestions; if you don’t do this, there is a good chance 
your partner will close up and disregard your feedback.

2. Good Peer Response Is Specific.

Giving vague responses to a partner (e.g., saying that a paper is “good” or “needs 
better flow”) is often not very helpful because those statements are far too broad. 
The best reviews are specific and precise. They offer suggestions such as “All the 
sentences in your last paragraph were pretty short, which makes this feel a bit 
choppy. Try making at least one of them longer to give it a more polished flow.”

3. Good Peer Response Prioritizes the Key Things.

Because the goal of peer response is to help your partner improve his or her writing, 
it is best not to focus on every little issue. (Editing and proofreading come later in 
the process once all the bigger issues are sorted out.) At this stage, the writer wants 
you to focus on ideas, organization, word choice, details, and structure, and it is 
important not to go into too many of these things. The human brain can only absorb 
so many new things at once, and when we try to tackle too much, we often don’t hit 
anything at the depth needed for the writer to truly address it.

4. Good Peer Response Isn’t About Giving All the Right Answers

Your job as a peer responder is not to fix a paper. It is to give the author your 
perspective as a reader. With that in mind, don’t feel like you need to always give 
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I then show them two different slides that act on these suggestions—one that 

points out strengths (see Figure 5.5) and one that offers constructive criticism 

(see Figure 5.6). These illustrate specific comments that focus on key details, 

don’t offer all the answers, and do it all in a humane tone. They also make a 

case for having a balance between calling out both the strengths and areas in 

need of strengthening, a balance that I’ve found to be even more essential in 

peer response than in the responses from us.

answers. Often a thoughtful question about something you don’t understand or just 
stating your experience as you read can be more powerful and useful than seeking 
ways to do the author’s work for them. For example, if you are confused by what the 
writer’s argument is, you don’t need to try to give them one; instead you can just say, 
“I’m having trouble finding a single argument that ties this together. What would 
you say your central argument is?”

5. Good Peer Response Trusts Itself.

You might not be an English language arts teacher, but you know when words or 
phrases sound wrong, when the organization of a paper confuses you, and when you 
are interested and/or persuaded or not. Trust that your observations are valid and 
worthwhile; I promise they will be!

FIGURE 5.4 • The Five keys for Quality Peer Response
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WATCH ME COMMENT SLIDE #3

I never grew up anywhere. When people ask me where I am from, I can only help to 
dread the over recited monologue of complicated family history. My mom is from 
Katowice Poland. My dad is from Sevilla Spain. My sister was born in America. I was 
born in Canada. My family is a multinational and multilingual patchwork of people 
knit together by a network of transatlantic threads. Throughout my life I have been 
surrounded by a jumble of different cultures and experiences that I learned to 
appreciate and let shape the way I view the world around me.

What’s for dinner? I can say with certainty that this very question plagued my mom 
throughout my childhood. Everyday I would ask, and everyday there seemed to be 
an entirely and sometimes surprising new answer. As a child I envied my friends at 
school who ate pizza all the time for dinner. I would hungrily peer into my classmate’s 
lunch boxes packed with chips, lunchables, and other foods that seemed like 
incredible feasts in my plate-sized eyes. It was not until recently that I really began 




