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Abstract. This paper explores how educators can integrate examples of peer review processes of journal 

articles in their teaching. In doing so, it contributes to research on teaching within the Academic Literacies 

paradigm, a field of scholarship that conceives of writing in higher education as a social practice. As focal 

points for the construction and negotiation of disciplinary knowledge and standards, scientific peer review 

has the potential to play a significant role in fostering students’ understandings of disciplinary processes 

of meaning-making. In the paper, I thus identify benefits and risks of using scientific peer review histories 

in the classroom and propose a concept for implementing the idea in practice. By analysing and discussing 

the processes through which disciplinary standards and writing conventions are established, students 

encounter academic texts as contestable knowledge instead of received wisdom. In addition, engaging with 

peer review can help explicate disciplinary conventions and foster teacher-student dialogue. Students thus 

stand to gain a deeper understanding of academic writing and a capacity to judge it critically.  
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1 Introduction 
This paper discusses the potential role of using examples of scientific peer review in teaching academic 

writing. In doing so, it contributes to pedagogical research in the Academic Literacies tradition. Research 

on Academic Literacies is grounded in the assumption that reading and writing are social practices that 

“constitute central processes through which students learn new subjects and develop their knowledge 

about new areas of study.” (Lea & Street 1998: 158). By engaging with written work – both their own and 

that of others – students gain discipline-specific competencies that extend beyond generic skills and also 

encompass and understanding of the dominant epistemological assumptions of a subject or discipline 

(Jones et al. 1999a; Lea & Street 1998).  

Scholars have repeatedly noted that writing in academic contexts can be challenging for students (Lea 

2004: 740). According to Lea and Street (1998), students often have a good grasp of generic or ‘surface’ 

elements of writing such as structure and language but find it difficult to interpret and apply them in 

discipline-specific contexts, and to critically judge ‘deeper’ levels of writing such as the quality of 

argumentation (Leong 2013). What counts as a valid and relevant argument, how it is developed using 

one’s own voice, and how to effectively support it through evidence are issues that require an 

understanding of the dominant discourses in diverse academic communities – an issue that teachers are 

often not well equipped to address. Such challenges of teaching academic writing are exacerbated by 

longstanding trends in higher education, including internationalisation, higher student mobility and the 

increasing transdisciplinary character of study paths. 

The paper contributes to efforts to integrate insights from Academic Literacies scholarship into course 

design (Lea 2004; Lillis et al. 2015a) by developing a rationale for using scientific peer review to support 

student writing in the classroom, with a focus on research-oriented master programmes and doctoral 

education. To my knowledge, this type of teaching activity is neither widespread nor has it been 

systematically considered in the pedagogical literature. To be sure, peer review is a commonly used concept 

in higher education, but it usually refers to peer-to-peer approaches (Stigmar 2016), specifically teaching 

activities in which students read and comment on each other’s written assignments. This type of peer 

review is widely regarded as an opportunity to enhance student activity in the classroom, improve their 

critical thinking and writing skills, and strengthen feedback processes (Gaynor 2019; Herrington & 

Cadman 1991) – even though some studies suggest that students tend to focus on surface-level criteria 

while struggling to engage critically with deeper levels of knowledge construction (Walker 2015). By 

contrast, the potential of using examples of scientific peer review of published research to contribute to 

students’ learning about academic writing remains poorly understood.  

I argue that reading and discussing the peer review histories of research articles may hold benefits for 

students that align with the pedagogical principles derived from the Academic Literacies approach. By 

review histories, I mean the assemblage of textual material produced in the process of peer review, ranging 

from initially submitted manuscripts to review reports, response as well as decision letters, and the finally 

published article. Learning activities surrounding peer review histories may (1) foster an understanding of 

texts as products of contested meaning-making rather than representing authoritative knowledge; (2) 

increase transparency surrounding practices of knowledge-making, including processes of constructing, 

contesting and validating disciplinary knowledge; and (3) encourage dialogue between students and 

teachers in which different understandings about writing can be explicated and negotiated. While there are 

practical challenges regarding access to suitable peer review histories, the broad trend towards open or 

transparent review processes in academia provides an unprecedented availability of material that teachers 

can use for original purposes in higher education.  
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The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides an overview of pedagogical research in the Academic 

Literacies framework. Section 3 discusses the benefits that integrating examples of scientific peer review 

histories into classroom teaching promises, and demonstrates how they resonate with the pedagogical 

principles advanced in the Academic Literacies literature. In Section 4, I develop a concept for a module 

that integrates scientific peer review into a master-level course to show how it could practically be used in 

course designs.  

2 The Academic Literacies approach 
Work on Academic Literacies first developed in linguistic research, and was introduced into pedagogical 

debates in the late 1990s (Lea & Street 1998). Scholars writing from this point of view argued that existing 

pedagogical approaches to student writing relied on a narrow understanding of how students learn to write 

academically (Lea & Stierer 2000). Writing, they argue, is about more than the acquisition of generic ‘skills’ 

relating to linguistic accuracy, textual organization and style. Neither should it be seen as a one-way process 

of enculturation into disciplinary conventions.  

Instead, Academic Literacies approaches turned attention to the broader discursive and institutional 

contexts in which writing is embedded, arguing that writing is a highly contextualised social practice (Jones, 

Turner & Street 1999a; Lea & Street 1998). On the one hand, academic writing takes place within the 

norms and institutions of university departments and is embedded in the epistemological discourses of 

different disciplines. On the other, it is bound up with students’ identities and cultural life-worlds, and 

therefore implies more than just the absorption of disciplinary standards. Against this background, 

Academic Literacies approaches point to a variety of challenges in teaching academic writing. They 

emphasise that students’ and teachers’ expectations about writing may differ and need to be negotiated. 

Merely focusing on the need to fulfil generic markers of quality in academic writing, such as linguistic 

accuracy or clarity of structure and argument, provides insufficient guidance for students because what 

counts as ‘good’ structure and argument depends on foundational epistemological assumptions that differ 

across disciplines and often remain tacit (Elton 2010; Lea 2004). Teaching academic writing should 

therefore be seen as an exercise in meaning-making that involves questions about the nature and 

production of scientific knowledge, not simply as a process of providing skills and correcting deficits (Lea 

& Street 1998). 

The emergence of the Academic Literacies paradigm needs to be seen in the context of fundamental 

transformations in higher education, such as higher student mobility and diversity and the modularisation 

of higher education (Jones et al. 1999a; Lea & Stierer 2000; Lillis & Scott 2007). These developments have 

led to less integrated and less coherent learning processes that emphasise interdisciplinarity, and 

consequently students often encounter a variety of academic writing traditions throughout their studies 

(Hennessy et al. 2010; North 2005). They have also given rise to cultural hybridity, which requires constant 

negotiation between dominant academic conventions and “students’ individual cultural and linguistic-

related histories” (Jones et al. 1999b: xvii). For students, navigating this landscape is “not just a matter of 

learning new skills but of learning unfamiliar academic discourses” (French 2015: 5; see also Jones et al. 

1999b: xxii; North 2005). For educators, it means that they need to take varying knowledge repertoires and 

linguistic traditions into account when teaching academic reading and writing, and communicate about 

how these relate to the standards of the subject at hand and its (inter-)disciplinary background (Jones et al. 

1999b: xvii; Elton 2010; Lea 2004; Wingate 2006).  

Moving away from the initial focus on the theory and epistemology of academic literacies (Lillis & Scott 

2007), more recent work has attempted to provide guidance on how its principles can be adopted in 



Spandler, K. Using scientific peer review in the classroom: An Academic Literacies perspective 

3 
 

educational practice (Lea 2004; Lillis et al. 2015a). Authors often draw on case studies to develop best 

practices. They typically suggest embedding writing instruction into regular subject coursework. 

Recommended techniques and tools in this context include different modes of writing assignments such 

as online discussion fora or journaling, formative feedback by instructors or peers, and the discussion of 

academic texts and linguistic conventions (Olsson et al. 2021, Wingate et al. 2011). Reflecting the 

transformative ideology of the theoretical scholarship, they urge researchers and teachers to critically reflect 

on established norms of knowledge-making and to seek out new resources and practices (Lillis et al. 

2015b). This paper contributes to such efforts by developing a rationale for using scientific peer review as 

a concrete tool for teaching academic literacies. 

3 Teaching through scientific peer review 
Peer review is a staple of academic practice. It is not just a central mechanism for ensuring compliance 

with scientific standards in research outputs but also a discursive practice of knowledge production, in 

which central disciplinary conventions regarding the structure, contents and style of written research 

output are defined and enforced (Berkenkotter & Huckin 1995: 62–63). It thus pulls scholars into a 

continual conversation about what is expected to be valid and legitimate academic knowledge in their field 

of study, and to reflect on how to communicate those practices in written form. For these reasons, 

examples of scientific peer review can play a significant role in teaching student writing. Instead of a 

unidirectional imposition of fixed writing conventions, scientific peer review histories enable a dialogical 

way of engagement that engages both students’ and teachers’ understandings of literacy (Jones et al. 1999b; 

Lea 2004; Lea & Street 1998: 158). Students stand to benefit from such teaching activities in at least three 

ways: 

Understanding textual knowledge as contested. In her exploration of modalities for incorporating an 

Academic Literacies approach into course design, Lea (2004: 747) emphasises the importance of moving 

away from an understanding of texts as “repositories of received knowledge”. This idea sits well with the 

notion of peer review, which inherently foregrounds an understanding of writing as social practice. 

Students may deepen their understanding of writing as academic meaning-making by analysing everyday 

practices of contesting disciplinary knowledge (cf. Lea 2004: 742), specifically how researchers judge the 

quality of a concrete piece of academic work, how they communicate about these qualities, and – when 

revisions are involved – how such debates contribute to the development of knowledge and its textual 

representation. Highlighting these discursive aspects resonates with Berkenkotter & Huckin’s (1995: 61–

77) view of peer review as an argumentative discussion about disciplinary rules and norms. At the same 

time, students also get the opportunity to inquire about the power relations that infuse these processes, 

most apparently between editors and reviewers as gatekeepers and the author. Again, Academic Literacies 

literature emphasises the importance of explicating and encouraging conversations around such issues as 

ways of fostering student competences (Elton 2010; Lea 2004: 747). 

Enhancing transparency. Anecdotal evidence suggests that students often have a vague understanding 

of scientific peer review and conceive it as a sort of black box. Concurrently, studies in the Academic 

Literacies paradigm note that many students have a hard time understanding disciplinary expectations and 

tacit epistemological assumptions, which complicates their learning processes when it comes to writing 

(Elton 2010; Jones et al. 1999b). In light of this, letting students read peer review histories offers them 

unique insights into processes of constructing, contesting and validating disciplinary knowledge. 

Discussing the peer review process may also prompt the teacher to explicate aspects of academic writing 

that they would otherwise have presumed to be either taken-for-granted or irrelevant for their teaching. 
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This conforms with Academic Literacies approaches’ call to increase transparency surrounding practices 

of knowledge-making and explicate tacit epistemological assumptions.  

Encouraging teacher-student dialogue. A final benefit of using examples of scientific peer review is its 

potential to encourage a dialogue between students and teachers in which different understandings of what 

it means to produce scientific knowledge can be negotiated (Elton 2010; Lea & Street 1998). In contrast 

to narrow skill-based or enculturation conceptualisations, in an Academic Literacies framework the 

teacher-student relationship entails more complex processes than merely conveying writing techniques and 

norms (Lea & Street 1998). Especially in (but not limited to) cases where the teacher is also the author of 

the reviewed publication, analysing and discussing the peer review history in an exchange with the teacher-

author can bridge gaps between student and teacher understandings about academic writing. Such 

conversations can also hone students’ ability of critically judging the quality of scientific publications. 

Ideally, they support students’ move away from considering academic texts as received wisdom and instead 

seeing them as contested. In Lea’s (1999) terminology, teacher-student dialogue on peer review can 

facilitate the transition from a ‘reformulation of texts’ to a ‘challenging texts’ approach, which corresponds 

to the focus of the Academic Literacies approach on writing as a social practice, rather than an authoritative 

medium of representation (Lea & Street 1998). 

Taken together, these three effects align with the ‘transformative’ ideal often advocated in Academic 

Literacies writing (Lillis & Scott 2007; Lillis et al. 2015b: 8–17), i.e. a pedagogical stance that goes beyond 

enabling students to identify and internalise academic conventions, emphasising in addition the need for 

critical reflection and open discussion of these practices. It encourages teachers to think creatively about 

the resources and practices through which students participate in knowledge-making. In analysing scientific 

peer review, students do not just passively learn about the formal genre features of the journal article, but 

are encouraged to inquire how it is constructed, what power relations these processes engender (e.g., the 

gatekeeping role of editors and reviewers), and what desirable or undesirable effects they have on 

knowledge-production in their discipline (cf. English 2015). Overall, engaging with scientific peer review 

should therefore be considered a valuable complement to active text production as a method of learning 

to write in an academic context. Reading and writing activities can easily be combined in activities organised 

around peer review, as the course design developed in Section 4 demonstrates. 

Naturally, using scientific peer review in teaching also comes with challenges, and I will briefly discuss two 

of them: the potential trade-off between deep and broad engagement, and students’ differential cultural 

predispositions towards text-critical work. First, there is a risk that students end up gaining a narrow 

understanding of academic writing that is limited to specific genres and sub-fields. Discussing potential 

limitations of applying the Academic Literacy approach to classroom teaching, Lea (2004: 745) suggests 

that teachers need to “provide pedagogic spaces for exploration of all the different and contrasting textual 

practices that are involved in teaching and learning.” The classical journal article is just one among many 

forms of writing, some of which do not usually undergo peer review. Moreover, for pragmatic reasons, 

students are likely to be exposed to a very limited number of example texts, most likely just one or two per 

course. Devoting a significant amount of time to zooming in on a particular text within a specific genre 

may limit students’ exposure to other texts within that genre as well as other genre types. However, 

exercises as those suggested below do not prevent students from encountering other text types in different 

teaching settings. At any rate, the potential benefits of in-depth engagement with a specific text should 

outweigh the risks as the deepened understanding of epistemological assumptions and conventions of a 

discipline gained through it can subsequently be mobilised for working with other texts as well.  
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Second, as emphasised by Academic Literacies approaches, cultural diversity means that students relate to 

texts based on divergent repertoires of cognitive and discursive techniques (Jones 1999b) that may result 

in differential abilities to participate in learning activities centred on scientific peer-review. Without 

defaulting to problematic claims about broad civilizational traits, it is conceivable that some educational 

systems emphasise the transfer of authoritative knowledge more than others (Tian & Low 2011). Similarly, 

the social sciences and the humanities have a stronger tradition of text-critical analysis than other 

disciplines (Thonney & Montgomery 2019). Finally, studies suggest that critical thinking is more difficult 

in second languages (Floyd 2011; Lun et al. 2010). In an educational system that emphasises international 

mobility and transdisciplinarity (Lea & Stierer 2000), treating texts as contestable knowledge claims rather 

than received wisdom will come more naturally to some students than others. Accordingly, the former 

may have a head start over the latter in performing the kind of text-critical inquiries that dealing with 

scientific peer review requires. However, empirical studies caution against generalizing about cultural 

divides in critical thinking abilities and suggest that students from diverse backgrounds generally have equal 

abilities to engage in critical thinking activities if the tasks are framed in an accessible manner (Jones 2005; 

see also Chalmers & Volet 1997; Manalo et al. 2013). As long as course designs include appropriate 

guidelines on what kind of engagement with the peer review material is expected of them, all students 

should benefit from activities such as the one outlined below. 

4 Module design for scientific peer review in the classroom 
In what follows, I present a concept for a module that integrates scientific peer review into classroom 

teaching. It is intended for second-year courses in Master programmes, specifically those with a research 

orientation as the activities require a level of prior knowledge about the theoretical, methodological and 

epistemological foundations of the subject area that is unlikely to be found on the undergraduate level or 

more practically oriented Master programmes. Moreover, acquiring a high proficiency in academic writing 

is especially relevant for students in research-heavy programmes as they often go on to pursue doctoral 

studies and, potentially, academic careers. Courses in doctoral education are another potential area for 

application. The concept is not a priori limited to specific disciplinary contexts but applicable in different 

subject areas. Instead of ‘outsourcing’ activities to courses specifically dedicated to academic writing, the 

concept integrates an engagement with peer review into courses covering subject-related thematic topics, 

methodology and/or project work. This idea follows suggestions by scholars working in the Academic 

Literacies paradigm that academic writing should be taught in a contextualized way that takes discipline-

specific epistemologies and traditions into account (Lea & Street 1998; Wingate 2006).  

An example for a particularly suitable context for the proposed module would be methods courses 

preparing students for their thesis work. This is where questions pertaining to academic writing gain 

particular salience for students. Beyond improving the quality of theses, integrating an engagement with 

scientific peer review at this stage may even increase students’ chances to get their work published in 

academic outlets upon completion of their studies. 

In terms of time allocation, the proposed module consists of three seminar sessions and several hours of 

student preparation time ahead of the seminars. This tentatively amounts to a workload of ca. 60 hours or 

2 ECTS points1, although less time-intensive variants are possible by modifying the assignment structure. 

The activities would be organized in six steps: 

 
1  The European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) is a widely used system for comparing academic 

learning achievements based on workload. Different countries using the system use diverging formulae for translating 
ECTS into working hours, but commonly 1 ECTS is equated to 25–30 working hours. 
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Session Activities 

1 Introductory seminar The teacher outlines the structure of the module and assignments. 
General problems and questions surrounding academic writing are 
introduced and discussed. The teacher mobilizes and assesses students’ 
existing knowledge about peer review, and complements it with input. 
 

2 Individual work phase Students read the originally submitted manuscript of a scientific journal article 
and write a review of their own, based on guidelines provided by the teacher. 
The article should deal with a topic covered in the course to ensure the 
activities are thematically anchored in the course. Students then read the peer 
review reports and the editor’s decision letter. 
 

3 Group work seminar Students present their own reviews and discuss the actual review comments. 
They present a summary of the main points and suggestions for review to the 
class and the teacher. If the teacher is the author of the text, they can recount 
their own reading of the review report as well as their revision plans, and 
compare them to the students’ ideas and proposals.  
 

4 Individual work phase Students read the revised manuscript (focusing on modified parts) alongside 
the author’s response letter and compare it with the originally submitted 
manuscript. They write a short memo summarising the changes. They then 
read any further review communication (second review reports, editors’ final 
decision letter). 
 

5 Group work seminar In groups, students compare their memos and prepare presentations 
reconstructing central aspects of the review process and reflecting on lessons 
about academic writing. 
 

6 Final seminar Student groups hold their presentations. Afterwards, the class discusses 
insights gained about what makes a good scientific article, as well as critical 
perspectives on the benefits and shortcomings of academic review.  
 

 

The module offers various opportunities for feedback and assessment, especially students’ own reviews of 

the paper in Step 2 as well as the group presentations in Steps 3 and 6. 

The design aims to capitalise on the linkages between engaging with scientific review and Academic 

Literacies principles outlined above. By reading first-hand material from a concrete case of peer review, 

students gain insights into an otherwise opaque aspect of academic writing, thus raising transparency. They 

also experience scientific knowledge as contested as they read the (at times controversial) communication 

between author, reviewers and editors, by writing their own peer review reports and comparing them with 

the actual reviews, and by engaging in discussions about potential ways of addressing critical feedback on 

texts. Finally, the design encourages teacher-student dialogue on academic writing, especially (though not 

exclusively) if a piece of writing by the teacher is discussed. This enables a conversation on different 

understandings surrounding disciplinary and genre conventions that can help bridge epistemological gaps 

and also catalyse critical revisiting of taken-for-granted assumptions on both sides (English 2015).  
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Obviously, the success of this module relies heavily on access to articles that have undergone a high-quality 

peer review that is fully documented. Peer review processes that did not result in substantial revisions to 

the original manuscript provide less opportunity for learning about the contested and procedural aspects 

of academic writing. It is possible for teachers who feel like their own writing is useful to revert to their 

published articles, but this requires careful consideration. On the one hand, the role of the teacher as an 

authority figure can discourage students from engaging with the text in a critical way. On the other hand, 

the proposed exercise could be a way of deconstructing this very authority in productive ways. An 

alternative option is to rely on colleagues’ work, and departments could even create repositories for sharing 

relevant articles and review communication. To address potential privacy concerns, reviewer reports 

should be anonymised in cases where the review was not subject to single- or double-blind standards. It 

seems less advisable for teachers to use papers they have reviewed themselves, as the authors of the 

published article – whom students can easily identify – may feel that this would violate the integrity of the 

review process. Exceptions based on express permission by the authors are of course possible. Finally, the 

trend towards ‘transparent’ or ‘open’ review in academic online publishing means that for an increasing 

number of articles, full review histories are becoming publicly available and can be used for teaching 

purposes (Ross-Hellauer 2017).2 

5 Conclusions 
In this paper, I have argued that integrating scientific peer review into classroom teaching provides a 

promising avenue for teaching academic writing in higher education institutions. Based on a discussion of 

the Academic Literacies approach, I have provided theoretical arguments that suggest that engaging with 

peer review histories promotes a conception of academic texts as contested knowledge, helps students 

understand academic conventions that often remain implicit, and fosters teacher-student dialogue on 

academic writing. Based on these considerations, I have developed a concept for a module that applies 

these ideas to teaching in research-oriented graduate courses. Future research may test its benefits and 

limitations through case studies in different disciplinary contexts. That said, the main aim of this paper is 

not to make the case for any specific design but to spark further reflection about how to establish positive 

links between the core scholarly practice of peer review and teaching academic writing. Given the perennial 

concern among pedagogical scholars and teaching staff with finding new ways of integrating research and 

education (Brew 2008), this seems like a worthwhile endeavour.  

  

 
2  An example is the pilot project by Wiley, ScholarOne and Publons, which allows journals to collect peer review histories 

and make them available alongside the published online article (Clarivate 2018). See also the Open Letter on the Publication 
of Peer Review Reports signed by more than 300 journals at https://asapbio.org/letter. 

https://asapbio.org/letter
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