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ABSTRACT

The large enrollments of multiple thousands of students in MOOCs seem to exceed the assessment ca-
pacity of instructors; therefore, the inability for instructors to grade so many papers is likely responsible 
for MOOCs turning to peer assessment. However, there has been little empirical research about peer 
assessment in MOOCs, especially composition MOOCs. This study aimed to address issues in peer as-
sessment in a composition MOOC, particularly the students’ perceptions and the peer-grading scores 
versus instructor-grading scores. The findings provided evidence that peer assessment was well received 
by the majority of students although many students also expressed negative feelings about this activity. 
Statistical analysis shows that there were significant differences in the grades given by students and 
those given by the instructors, which means the grades the students awarded to their peers tended to be 
higher in comparison to the instructor-assigned grades. Based on the results, this study concludes with 
implementations for peer assessment in a composition MOOC context.

INTRODUCTION

The evolution of traditional online learning or online learning 1.0 to online learning 2.0 has created 
both opportunities and challenges for higher education (Sloan C, 2013; Grosseck, 2009; McLoughlin, & 
Lee, 2007). In the traditional online learning, online courses are quite similar to traditional face-to-face 
courses in term of the ratio of students to instructors. However, in online learning 2.0, of which mas-
sive open online courses (MOOCs), including MOOCs in composition, are a typical representative, an 
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online instructor can have up to several thousand students in his or her course. Grading in such massive 
open online courses becomes a burden or a mission impossible for even the most dedicated professors, 
with an army of equally dedicated teaching assistants. Since not all assignments can be designed in 
auto-graded formats, and artificial intelligence grading programs are not well regarded by educators and 
researchers (Condon, 2013; Deane, 2013; Bridgeman, Trapani, & Yigal, 2012; Byrne, Tang, Truduc, & 
Tang, 2010; Chen, & Cheng, 2008; Cindy, 2007; Benett, 2006; Cheville, 2004; Chodorow, & Burstein, 
2004), online peer grading is utilized, especially for composition and other courses in humanities. This 
online peer grading practice shifts the traditional grading authority from the instructor to the learners and 
poses many unanswered questions about the reliability and validity of online peer-reviewed grades in an 
open online learning setting. In the literature, findings in a few studies on peer grading (i.e. Cho et. al, 
2006; Sadler & Good, 2006; Bouzidi & Jaillet, 2009) show a high consistency among grades assigned 
by peers and a high correlation between peer grading and teacher grading, which indicates that peer 
grading has been found to be a reliable and valid assessment tool. However, these findings are generally 
based on the context of college courses with small or moderate enrollments. By the time this study was 
conducted, there has been only one empirical study on peer grading in MOOC context.Lou, Robinson 
and Park (2014) examined peer grading assignments from a Coursera MOOC and found that grading 
scores given by peer students were fairly consistent and highly similar to the scores given by instructors. 
Nevertheless, their results actually refer to a Coursera MOOC named Maps and the Geospatial Revolu-
tion, not a composition MOOC. Given research on peer assessment in MOOCs is limited, the present 
study looks into certain issues of peer assessment in composition in a MOOC context. For this study, I 
collected surveys, conducted interviews, and accumulated statistical data on students’ and instructors’ 
grades and comments from a seven–week MOOC-based composition course with the purpose of exam-
ining aspects of peer assessment in this context, particularly the students’ perceptions, and the grades 
given by the students and the instructors.

LITERATURE REVIEW

MOOCs in Composition

MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) hit the popular press in 2012 and were considered one of the 
most important emerging developments in educational technology in 2013 (New Media Horizon 2013). 
In 2012, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation awarded 12 grants with a total of three million dollars to 
organizations and universities to develop MOOCs for a variety of courses –from developmental math to 
English Composition. Innovative institutions and faculty receiving Gates Foundation grants for develop-
ing MOOCs for composition include Denise K. Comer, Director of First-Year Writing, Duke University; 
Rebecca Burnett, Director of Writing and Communication Program and Karen Head, Director of the 
Communication Center, Georgia Institute of Technology; Kay Halasek, Director of Second-Year Writing, 
The Ohio State University. Comer’s course –English Composition I: Achieving Expertise – opened for 
over 8000 of enrollments in late December 2012. This course aimed to provide an introduction to and 
foundation for the academic reading and writing characteristic of college. For Head’s MOOC in May 
2013, the First-Year Composition 2.0 course was designed to help learners develop a better process and 
gain confidence in written, visual, and oral communication as well as create and critique college-level 
documents and presentations. In Head’s course, learners would draft and revise the following assignments: 
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