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Abstract: Peer work at tertiary level, especially in writing classes, emphasising peer editing, has been
studied frequently around the world, but there is no available research in Latvia when students
collaborated not only in improving their papers, but also in writing them. Therefore, the goal of the
present study was to find out undergraduate students’ perception about a successful peer collaboration
in such a context and whether group work assignments are useful. An authors’ designed questionnaire
survey was used as the main research method. 162 undergraduate students from three universities and
three various study programmes participated in the research. The results show that 53 % of the
respondents considered working in groups, when writing group papers / reports useful or very useful,
but the results vary when the answers of the students of different study programmes are compared, with
the philology students tending to value these assignments higher. The majority of the students also
considered that they would need the skills developed during the collaboration, but most of them
disagreed that this collaboration helped them to improve their writing skills. The most useful experience
during the peer collaboration, according to the respondents, is idea generation. Because fostering
teamwork skills is being emphasized more and more as one of the skills at tertiary level and because
advanced writing skills are demanded by employers, the authors conclude that an academic writing
course where peer collaboration is practised needs to be included in all university study programmes.
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Introduction

Peer work has been of constant interest among scientists, including teachers, in different levels: primary
level (Philippakos, 2017; Stramkale, 2018), secondary level (Taar, 2013), tertiary level (Guardado, Shi,
2007; Goldin, Ashley, Schunn, 2012; Barnard, de Luca, Li, 2015), as well as professionals (e.g. peer
writing groups among colleagues) (Myatt, Edwards, Bird, 2014). It has been emphasised that student
collaboration should be started with a discussion of the task, not only an analysis of papers written by their
peers (Bruffee, 1980; Bruffee, 1984; Dobao, Blum, 2013). As it is highlighted in the documents meant for
teaching languages (Common European Framework..., 2001, 19), the need for peer collaboration has
become a way of learning in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classes. Abilities to provide
constructive pair and group work are important for a further career; thus, such skill development should
have been focused on at universities. As to the classes of academic writing at tertiary level, students might
doubt about peers’ competence in contrast to the teacher’s experience. When learning at school, students
receive the teacher’s feedback and cannot imagine that a peer might provide a reliable feedback as a teacher
does. Moreover, students themselves frequently do not feel secure about their own knowledge, namely,
whether their papers are well-written. In fact, they do not realize benefits of peer collaboration before they
have experienced that in the classes of such a course as academic writing.

Prior studies held in Latvia emphasized that EFL undergraduates are positive towards peer feedback on their
papers (Farneste, 2005a). They stressed that peers mainly focused on grammar, then organization and
spelling, but seldom on content, layout and punctuation (Farneste, 2005a, 31). As the authors had expected
feedback on language and organization, it is clear why they were positive towards peer work (Farneste,
20054, 29). Those students who claimed that they did not like to provide peer feedback in the classes of
writing explained that it was difficult to notice mistakes, that they could misunderstand peers and make wrong
corrections, it was difficult for them to verbalize their suggestions how to improve the papers (Farneste,
2005b, 18). The genre-process approach (Flowerdew, 1993; Badger, White, 2000; Hyland, Hyland,
2006) to teaching writing has ensured that students learn not only about the genres they need in
communicating with academic community, but also how to work at their papers starting with drafting,
writing and ending with proofreading of the paper before its submission for grading.
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Collaboration is essential in professional life; therefore, these skills should be developed while studying.
A. Burke (2011) in her study emphasized that group mates help not only to master the themes better,
but also to develop teambuilding skills. In order to ensure a successful group work, learners need to be
instructed how to do that, namely, their responsibilities and assessment criteria (Burke, 2011, 90-91).
Learners should be given grading rubrics for ‘the group process and final product’ where the first would
focus on active student collaboration and expertise in the task performance, while the second, on the
assessment criteria of a text (Burke, 2011, 92). B.H.H. Golsteyn, A. Non and U. Zolitz’s (2017, 18)
study demonstrated that ‘more persistent peers and less risk-tolerant peers achieve higher grades.’
However, ‘peers’ self-confidence or anxiety [did not] affect their performance’. It was interesting that
highly persistent peers could successfully collaborate with less-persistent ones in order to have good
results in performance (Golsteyn, Non, Zélitz, 2017, 18-19).

C. Lau Chun Yun (2006) claimed that collaboration, although proved to be effective, is neglected at
tertiary level. He emphasized that the skills developed while collaborating with peers will be useful in
their career (Lau Chun Yun, 2006, 287). Among such reasons was mentioned that an employee should
be able not only to collaborate, but also be autonomous while performing his/her duties (Lau Chun Yun,
2006, 288). The small-scale study of second-year pre-university students enrolled in a Commerce
Mathematics class demonstrated that peer collaboration had a positive result in the studies, as it helped
to develop leaners’ interaction as well as communication skills (Lau Chun Yun, 2006, 295). E.H. Chiriac
and K.F. Frykedal (2011, 3) pointed out that group work at school involved not only ‘different
challenges’, but also ‘enjoyment for both the teacher and the students. They also emphasized two types
of group work: ‘working in a group’ and ‘working as a group’ (Chiriac, Frykedal, 2011, 3). Therefore,
two types of group work can be distinguished: one of them when students work together to reach some
aim, and the other, when students work separately by doing their small task in the whole task (Chiriac,
Frykedal, 2011, 3-4). They also emphasized that not only the subject, but also group work needs
appropriate pre-teaching: ‘(a) how to structure group work, (b) take different roles or (c) handle group
processes’ (Chiriac, Frykedal, 2011, 9); however, the teachers seem to be reluctant to use it in their
classrooms because they ‘lack experience’ how to help ‘to develop the ability to collaborate’ rather than
‘to acquire subject knowledge’ (Chiriac, Frykedal, 2011,12).

D. Hennessy and R. Evans (2006) contrast collaborative learning with peer cooperation. If peer cooperation
is more focusing on task completion of the task as the teacher requires, collaboration, in its turn, envisages
active involvement ‘in the teaching and learning process’, namely the students are organizing themselves
with little intervention of the teacher (Hennessy, Evans, 2006, 97). D. Hennessy and R. Evans state that the
teacher only deals with the product, not the process of student collaboration, which allows students to debate
and make their own choices.

As seen from the papers discussed above, fifteen years have passed since the prior research in Latvia on
tertiary level student collaboration on their academic essays (Farneste 2005a; Farneste 2005b). However, no
research has been held in Latvia when students collaborated not only in improving their papers, but also in
writing them. Thus, the present study will focus on finding out undergraduate students’ perception about
a successful peer collaboration in such a context and whether group work assignments are useful.

Methodology

As peer collaboration is a form of learning fostered in all universities, but because the authors of the
research have met explicitly and implicitly individually expressed dissatisfaction with group work
assignments, when students know they are going to be graded, it was decided to study the students’
perception about a successful peer collaboration during group work assignments and whether such
assignments are useful. The following research questions were posed: (1) What do students understand
as a successful peer work? (2) What knowledge can they share in the classes of writing?

The research method was a survey, based on a questionnaire designed by the authors of the paper. The
guestionnaire contained 6 questions, two of which referred to data about the respondents, that is, the study
year they were in (second or third) as only the ones with some experience in peer collaboration when
writing papers and reports were selected for the research. One question was asked to find out whether the
respondent was a student in a full programme or an Erasmus+ exchange student. The other questions
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asked for the respondents’ opinion on how useful they considered peer collaboration, which aspect of
writing, for example idea generation, planning the paper, proofreading etc. they considered most useful
during the peer work, as well as whether the respondents thought that peer collaboration helped them to
develop their writing skills and that the skills developed during the peer collaboration activities would
help them in their future career. The questionnaire used closed questions, where the respondents were
asked to select one answer that suits them. Questions 5 and 6 also contained an added open-end question
requesting the respondents to state why they considered that peer collaboration while writing had not
helped them to develop their writing skills or would not be useful in their future career, but as very few
answers were received, these responses will not be analysed within the framework of this paper.

The research was a case study as it comprised surveying undergraduates of only five groups studying
English Philology, two groups studying Tourism and Hospitality Management in English and two
groups studying Public Relations and Advertising Management (only some of the subjects in this
programme are delivered in English). Thus, the case study included three higher educational
establishments in Latvia and was conducted over a period of two years — 2018 and 2019. The English
Philology students have several courses in academic writing where emphasis is placed on developing
their peer editing skills, as well there are some subjects where students are asked to deliver group reports.
The students of the other two programmes are frequently asked to deliver a report as a final product of
a group work assignment in the content subjects they are taking. The group report assignments require
both peer collaboration and peer cooperation.

During the survey the students had to evaluate how useful the peer collaboration was, and what aspects
of collaboration they considered most useful. They were also asked to express their opinion whether
peer collaboration could help them to develop their writing skills as well as if the skills gained during
peer collaboration would be needed during their future career.

The questionnaire was distributed in paper form, and 162 completed questionnaires were received. The
respondent body consisted of 53 second-year English Philology students and 6 students who were
EARSMUS + exchange students in the programme, 94 third-year students from the other two
programmes, among which 26 were international students who had been enrolled in a full programme,
and the remaining 15 students were EARSMUS + exchange students.

Results and discussion

As the survey results indicate (Figure 1), the majority of the respondents (68) considered working in groups
when writing group reports or papers ‘useful’ or even ‘very useful’ (18 respondents), which in total results
in 53 % of positive response of the entire group of respondents. The 24 % (or 39 students) of those who
selected the response ‘partly useful’ could also be added to this group as they were suggesting that they
still developed some useful skills during the group work writing activities. 20 % (or 32 students)
considered peer work ‘not useful at all’. Taking into consideration the requirement to emphasise
developing and fostering undergraduates’ teamwork skills while at the university, this is a relatively large
number of students who consider peer collaboration not useful, and the reasons for such an opinion need
to be further investigated.

other 5
not useful at all 32 |
partly useful 39 I
useful 68 I
very useful 18 I
0 20 40 60 80

Number of students

Figure 1. Usefulness of collaboration while writing a group report / paper.
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The results are slightly different, however, when the answers are compared across the programmes in
which the students are studding. Only 33 % of the respondents in the Public Relations and Advertising
Management programme considered peer collaboration ‘very useful” or ‘useful’ and 27 % called it ‘not
useful at all’, while 69.5 % of the English Philology students and 53 % of the students of Tourism and
Hospitality Management programme considered it ‘very useful’ and ‘useful’. A potential cause for such
a striking difference could lie in the approaches the teaching staff use and assess group writing
assignments, for example, is it peer collaboration or just per cooperation that is demanded to fulfil the
assignment? The latter is usually liked less as students need to organise the entire research and writing
process themselves, and it is difficult. However, the ability to plan and organize one’s work and to
collaborate in a group is valued high by the employer. Other causes for the observed difference in opinions
might be the students’ previous experience with such assignments and their ability to cope with the various
roles group work assignments pose, as well as the students’ individual qualities and many other factors.

It was also in the research interest to study the particular experience the students had while working
together on writing assignments. Therefore, they were asked to evaluate the usefulness of their experience
regarding various aspects of writing skills.

other =911
formatting FFEEED 25
proofreading FEE 23
editing for punctuation =9 10
editing for wording “FEEED 24
editing for grammar SRR 38
organizing ideas R 4]
planning the paper / report FFEEEEED 35
idea generation 1116

0 20 40 60 80 100 120
Number of students

Figure 2. The most useful experience during peer collaboration writing activities.

Figure 2 demonstrates that the respondents considered idea generation as the most useful activity during
the assignments (116 respondents), while the other useful experiences (organizing ideas, editing for
grammar, planning the paper / report) were also considered useful but selected by a considerably less
number of respondents (41, 38 and 35 respectively). The least useful activities, according to the
respondents, were editing for punctuation and other not indicated in the answer choices (11 and 10
respondents). This allows the authors to assume that collaborating while writing including peer editing,
although paid attention to during the academic writing courses at tertiary level, is not considered
applicable by the students and they prefer to do this alone. However, idea generation and discussions
about the content of the paper / report are considered as valuable activities. The reason might be that
students had been practising this during classes more than writing and peer editing.

When asked directly if peer collaboration can help to develop their writing skills, 53 % of the
respondents replied in the negative. However, when the answers are compared across the study
programmes, it is observed that English Philology students considered peer collaboration useful in order
to develop their writing skills as 50 (out of 59) agreed with the statement (Figure 3). The result is not
surprising, because English Philology students definitely have more academic writing courses and
classes than the undergraduates of the other two programmes; thus, they have obviously managed to see
the benefits of peer collaboration in writing assignments in practice.

The students were also asked to express their opinion on whether they would need the skills developed
during the peer work activities, to which 78 % (127 students) responded affirmatively while a rather large
group (22 % or 35 students) considered them not applicable in the future. This result raises a question why
the students have developed this perception and what the university teaching staff could do to change it.
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Figure 3. Students’ perception if peer collaboration can help to develop their writing skills.

Conclusions

Although the above described research was only a case study, the findings of the survey allow the
authors to conclude on the following:

1.

The majority of the respondents considered peer collaboration in writing assignments very
useful or useful while the opinions differed when the responses of the students from various
programmes were compared. However, employers require all their employees, not just
graduates of philology programmes, to demonstrate good writing skills.

The respondents considered idea generation the most useful activity of peer collaboration. This
is an indication that the other activities need to be practised more to change the current students’
perception.

Only the English Philology students considered peer collaboration while writing as something
that could help to improve their overall writing skills.

Students’ experiences with peer collaboration in writing assignments, including exposure to
teaching it, vary and therefore shape their perceptions whether peer collaboration is useful at all
and applicable in their future.

In writing classes students could share their knowledge on grammar, punctuation, wording and
organizing ideas logically as some of these already appeared as the respondents’ choices for
useful experience while working on writing assignments together with peers; thus, they need to
be practised more.

All the above indicates why more emphasis on peer writing and collaboration should be placed
in tertiary level courses and why academic writing courses where peer collaboration is practised
need to be included in all undergraduate study programmes.

The research results also implicitly suggest that to demand students to write papers and reports
together as part of a peer cooperation activity may be successful only if these tasks are first used
as part of peer collaboration assignments, which could teach the students how to successfully
work in a team with various people and, thus, make them more self-confident, as well as
convince that peer collaboration is a useful skill to possess for the future career.
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