PEER Editing in Math 213W

Math 213W, Discovering Mathematics with Mathematica, is a course which teaches the powerful Mathematica Programming Language, one problem at a time.  That is, a problem is introduced and then just enough programming is taught to investigate that problem. Then a second problem is introduced and again enough programming is taught to accomplish its solution, etc.  We feel that this is a natural and humane way to teach programming. Most mathematicians and scientists learn to program because they want to solve a specific problem and their programming skills grow as they use the programming language to solve more and more problems that they are interested in solving.   

We model using the computer to investigate a variety of problems which are usually immediately accessible to students at all levels and we encourage, in fact demand, that students use the techniques introduced to investigate and discover mathematics on their own.  Students do two papers in my course: a short paper of about 5 to 8 pages, and a longer paper of about 10 to 15 pages.  In addition, they prepare and deliver a presentation for the class on their longer paper.

This year, for the first time, the course has been designated a writing course by the College and an hour has been added to permit more intensive instruction in writing (It now meets for 4 hours instead of 3).  This change came about as a result of my being selected to take a writing intensive seminar given by Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) Director, Hugh English, and I and the other participants worked on our projects (mine was producing a course-specific writer’s manual) while we met regularly, read and discussed numerous articles, and learned all under Hugh’s expert guidance about “high stakes” and “low stakes” writing and something called “peer editing.” I found it fascinating! 

This year I am again participating in another WAC seminar, this time given by the new WAC director Jason Tougaw (Hugh is currently on leave and Jason and Hugh will be co-directors in the future.) I am learning more about writing process and I am trying to adapt it to my course. Again we read articles and discuss them under Jason’s guidance and work on our projects (Mine is organizing, together with Jason, this conference).  All of this support, together with an opportunity to think about how to improve my students’ writing, led me to try peer editing.  I quickly realized that it could be a disaster if it wasn’t properly planned. I decided that the first thing to do was to properly model the editing process for my students. I wanted to show them what a referee or reviewer really does, in part, to convince them what they were doing was worthwhile and should be taken seriously. Fortunately, I had just received a paper to referee from the journal, Mathematica in Education and Research, which was just right for modeling the refereeing process for my students.  The main author was Ryohei Miyadera, a Japanese high school teacher who does research with his students using Mathematica. Even better, the problem he was having his students investigate was the Josephus problem, the first problem we had studied.  I handed out printed versions of the paper, told students what to look for and asked them to pay particular attention to making sure that what was being said was clear—an added challenge since the authors’ native language wasn’t English.  A week later I went through the first part of the paper, line by line, showing them what I was looking for in terms of clarity, correctness, logical structure, etc. I liked the paper, but felt it needed work before it could be published and gave detailed suggestions to the authors.

My students by this time had written first drafts of their papers; I had them exchange first drafts with a partner and told them to very serious about giving constructive criticism to the authors. To assist them in this task, I prepared guidelines for reviewers. Their first draft would not be graded (“low stakes” writing), but their review would receive a grade.  They would have one week to complete their review. The review was to be about a page in length and they were also directed to make comments in the manuscript. Of course the final draft would be graded. I felt that way it would be in everybody’s interest to produce the strongest possible final draft.

On the day that reviews were due, reviewers were to discuss their reviews with the authors. I,  my Lab Assistant, Weldon MacDonald, and two WAC Science Writing fellows, Roslyn Ko and Tsai-Shiou Hsieh, were present to see that the exchange was constructive and to provide further advice.  I think we were all impressed by the high level of criticism and “professionalism” displayed by the students.

In summary, peer editing has been a very good experience for me, as a teacher, and I believe for my students as well.  I now feel it is an indispensable tool for teaching writing; in part, because it makes students more aware of good writing practice.  

Finally I would like to thank the Writing Across the Curriculum program for giving me their support and the College for funding this excellent initiative.

