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ABSTRACT

Purpose of the study: Critical thinking is central to producing well-reasoned argumentative writing,
yet many English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners struggle to analyze issues, evaluate
evidence, and justify claims when composing analytical exposition texts. This study aimed to examine
how peer feedback, as an instructional strategy, contributes to the development of eleventh-grade
students' critical thinking skills and writing quality in analytical exposition texts, and to identify the
challenges students encounter when engaging in peer feedback.

Materials and methods: A qualitative descriptive design was employed, involving 30 eleventh-grade
students from a public senior high school in Lamongan, East Java, Indonesia, implementing the
Merdeka Curriculum. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 20 purposively
selected students, classroom observation, and document analysis of students' analytical exposition
drafts and final texts produced after peer feedback sessions. Students' texts were scored using an
analytic rubric adapted from Irwan et al. (2018), covering organization, content, language use, and
mechanics. Data were analyzed thematically following the interactive model of Miles et al. (2014),
consisting of data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing/verification, supported by member
checking and triangulation across data sources.

Results: Students reported cognitive, linguistic, and affective challenges in providing peer feedback,
including difficulty understanding peers' arguments, limited English proficiency, uncertainty in judging
argument strength, and fear of offending classmates. Following peer feedback implementation,
students' analytical exposition texts were distributed across four achievement levels: Excellent (44-
52; n = 8), Good (35-43; n = 5), Fair (26-34; n = 4), and Poor (13-25; n = 3). Higher-scoring texts
demonstrated stronger thesis clarity, coherent argument development, and more effective use of
academic language, whereas lower-scoring texts showed weak organization and limited analytical
depth.

Conclusions: Peer feedback is a pedagogically valuable, though cognitively and emotionally
demanding, strategy for developing eleventh graders' critical thinking and writing quality in analytical
exposition texts. Its effectiveness depends on structured scaffolding, explicit training in feedback
literacy, and a supportive classroom climate. These findings offer practical implications for EFL writing
instruction under student-centered curricula such as the Merdeka Curriculum.
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INTRODUCTION

Contextual Framework and the Global Issue
Writing is widely regarded as one of the most cognitively demanding language skills, requiring learners to simultaneously

manage content generation, organization, linguistic accuracy, and audience awareness (Nelson et al., 2022; Tsiriotakis et al., 2021).
For learners of English as a foreign language (EFL), structural differences between the first and target language often intensify the
difficulty of composing coherent, logically developed paragraphs (Jaafar Siddek & Ismail, 2021; Sharhan et al., 2020). Within
Indonesian secondary education, the Merdeka Curriculum situates the teacher as a facilitator who encourages independent
exploration; however, when direct guidance is insufficient, students frequently experience confusion, writing anxiety, and reduced
motivation (Suryani et al., 2020; Taye & Mengesha, 2024). Empirical evidence indicates that a substantial proportion of students
struggle to organize ideas coherently, with prior research reporting that 61.53% of students found it difficult to make their ideas
comprehensible, 46.15% rarely attended to sentence ordering, and 76.92% experienced vocabulary-related obstacles (Suryani et
al., 2020; Taye & Mengesha, 2024).

Analytical exposition text, an argumentative genre built upon a thesis, a series of arguments, and a reiteration Knowles &
McGloin (2007), is a core competency at the senior high school level and demands a comparatively high level of critical thinking,
since students must analyze an issue, evaluate evidence, and construct logically persuasive arguments (Rosyadi et al., 2023).
Developing this genre is therefore not merely a linguistic exercise but a cognitive one, making it a productive lens through which to
examine how instructional strategies can cultivate students' critical thinking capacities.
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Critical Examination of Existing Literature

Peer feedback has been extensively documented as an effective strategy for developing writing skills across educational
levels and genres. Suryani et al. demonstrated that peer feedback supported Indonesian students in developing ideas and
composing coherent paragraphs, while Gao et al. (2024), in a systematic review, confirmed that peer feedback promotes cognitive,
affective, social, and metacognitive development. Similarly, Wei & Liu (2024) reported that peer feedback strengthens writing
accuracy, organization, and learner confidence, and Zou et al. (2022) found that technology-enhanced peer feedback improved
collaborative writing and critical thinking tendencies across text types. At the affective level, Bolourchi & Soleimani (2021) found that
students receiving peer feedback achieved significantly higher argumentative writing scores than those relying solely on teacher
feedback, and that peer feedback was perceived as less threatening, thereby reducing writing anxiety. Zhang (2022) further showed
that peer feedback participation strengthens metacognitive awareness and self-regulation, while Tyas (2020) demonstrated that
digitally mediated peer review, such as e-portfolio-based review, improves both engagement and writing accuracy.

Beyond these direct benefits, the peer feedback process is recognized as a collaborative activity that requires active
negotiation of meaning, forcing students to externalize their thought processes and engage in critical evaluation of their own and
others' work (Xu et al., 2022; Yu & Lee, 2016). By assuming the role of an assessor, learners gain a more objective perspective on
their writing, which subsequently fosters learner autonomy and responsibility in the revision process (Nhan, 2026; Peungcharoenkun
& Waluyo, 2023).

Despite these documented benefits, peer feedback implementation is not without difficulty. Tianotak (2022); Iswandari &
Jiang (2023) reported that EFL students often distrust the accuracy of peers' comments and prefer teacher feedback, particularly
for complex aspects such as argument structure. Cendani & Purnamaningwulan (2023) similarly found that limited language
proficiency constrains students' capacity to provide detailed, constructive comments, and Xue et al. (2023) demonstrated that fear
of negative peer reaction reduces students' willingness to give honest feedback. Importantly, these challenges often stem from a
lack of prior experience and inadequate preparation (Zeevy-Solovey, 2024). Therefore, research increasingly emphasizes that the
effectiveness of peer feedback is contingent upon rigorous scaffolding, including explicit training in feedback literacy, the use of
structured rubrics, and the cultivation of a supportive classroom climate that encourages peer-to-peer dialogue (Nhan, 2026;
Peungcharoenkun & Waluyo, 2023; Ying et al., 2021).

Identification of Research Gaps

Although prior studies robustly establish the benefits of peer feedback for narrative, descriptive, recount, and
argumentative writing across educational levels Pham et al. (2020); Toufaha (2024) comparatively little research has examined its
role specifically within analytical exposition writing at the senior high school level, particularly under the student-centered demands
of Indonesia's Merdeka Curriculum. Furthermore, while cognitive and linguistic dimensions of peer feedback are well documented,
its affective dimensions - confidence, anxiety, and peer relational dynamics - remain underexplored in the context of analytical
exposition writing Putra et al. (2021); Sri Wahyuni (2017) Few qualitative studies have jointly examined the challenges students face
in giving feedback and the resulting quality of their analytical exposition texts, leaving a gap this study seeks to address.
Rationale for the Research

Given that analytical exposition writing requires sustained critical thinking and that peer feedback is theorized to cultivate
exactly these capacities through collaborative evaluation and reflection Liu et al. (2023), a qualitative investigation into how eleventh-
grade EFL students experience and benefit from peer feedback is warranted. Understanding both the challenges students face and
the resulting writing outcomes can inform more effective, better-scaffolded implementations of peer feedback in secondary EFL
classrooms.

Objectives

This study aims to: (1) identify the challenges encountered by eleventh-grade students when providing peer feedback on
analytical exposition texts, and (2) describe the quality of eleventh graders' analytical exposition texts after the implementation of a
peer feedback strategy.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Participants

Participants were 30 eleventh-grade students enrolled in a single class at a public senior high school in Lamongan, East
Java, Indonesia, purposively selected because the school actively implements the Merdeka Curriculum, which emphasizes student-
centered and independent learning. From this cohort, 20 students were purposively selected for semi-structured interviews based
on the quality of their analytical exposition writing, stratified into four performance categories: Excellent, Good, Fair, and Poor. This
sampling size is consistent with the generally accepted range for descriptive qualitative inquiry. All 30 students' final analytical
exposition texts, produced after peer feedback sessions, were analyzed using the assessment rubric.
Study Design

This study employed a qualitative descriptive research design Zheng (2023), selected for its capacity to capture in-depth
processes, experiences, and reflections that cannot be adequately measured through quantitative instruments alone Alam & Asmawi
(2024);Kelly et al. (2024) The design allowed the researcher to explore, in a naturalistic classroom setting, how students experienced
the peer feedback process and how this process related to the quality of their written products (Pandey, 2025).
Study Organization

Data were collected between 30 October and 29 November 2025 using three complementary instruments: (1) a semi-
structured interview guide comprising five core questions across four thematic sections (opening, challenges, suggestions for
improvement, and closing), adapted from Bartlett et al. (2021) and validated by the thesis supervisor; (2) classroom observation of
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student interaction during writing and peer feedback sessions, conducted in a participatory and descriptive manner; and (3)
document analysis of students' initial drafts, peer feedback sheets, and revised analytical exposition texts. The research procedure
followed eleven sequential stages: site selection, obtaining research permission, initial observation and coordination, instrument
preparation and validation, classroom observation, collection of students' written texts, facilitation of the peer feedback process,
semi-structured interviews, thematic data analysis, interpretation of findings, and compilation of the research report.

Students' final analytical exposition texts were scored using an analytic rubric adapted from Irwan et al. (2018) and Elfira
et al. (2018), encompassing four main components - organization, content, language use, and mechanics - each rated on a four-
point scale, yielding a maximum composite score of 52. Based on the total score, texts were classified into four achievement levels:
Excellent (44-52), Good (35-43), Fair (26-34), and Poor (13-25).

Statistical Analysis

As this study followed a qualitative descriptive design, inferential statistical testing was not applied. Instead, data were
analyzed thematically following the interactive model of (Miles et al., 2014), comprising three concurrent components. First, data
reduction involved selecting, focusing, and simplifying interview transcripts, observation notes, and student texts relevant to the
research questions. Second, data display involved organizing coded data into thematic matrices and a comparative table of rubric
scores across achievement categories to reveal patterns and relationships. Third, conclusion drawing and verification involved
triangulating emerging interpretations across interview data, observation notes, and rubric-scored texts, supplemented by member
checking, in which selected students validated the researcher's interpretations to enhance the credibility of the findings. Descriptive
frequency counts (e.g., the number and percentage of students within each achievement category) were used solely to summarize,
rather than statistically infer, patterns in the data.

Ethical Considerations

This study received ethical approval and instrument validation from the thesis supervisory committee of the English
Language Education Study Program, Faculty of Languages and Arts, Universitas Negeri Surabaya, and formal research permission
was granted by the university and by the participating senior high school in Lamongan. Prior to data collection, informed consent
was obtained from all participants; students were informed of the study's purpose, assured of the confidentiality and anonymity of
their data, and advised of their right to withdraw at any stage without consequence. Audio recordings of interviews were made only
with participants' explicit permission, and all identifying information was anonymized during transcription and reporting.

RESULTS

Challenges Faced by Students in Providing Peer Feedback
Semi-structured interviews with 20 students revealed that challenges in providing peer feedback on analytical exposition
texts clustered into four interrelated categories: cognitive, linguistic, genre-knowledge-related, and affective (Table 1). Cognitively,
students frequently reported uncertainty in interpreting peers' arguments and in judging whether an argument was logically sound.
Linguistically, several students - particularly those with lower English proficiency - indicated that their feedback tended to remain
superficial due to restricted vocabulary and limited command of evaluative language. At the level of genre knowledge, students such
as Student 9 and Student 11 demonstrated awareness of the thesis-argument-reiteration structure in principle but struggled to
operationalize this knowledge when reviewing a peer's text. Affectively, fear of causing offense and discomfort with critiquing a
friend's work emerged as a recurring barrier, reported by multiple participants across achievement levels.
Table 1. Categories of Challenges Reported by Students When Providing Peer Feedback

Category of Description Representative Student Statement (translated)
Challenge
Cognitive Difficulty understanding peers' arguments and judging the “| find it hard to give peer feedback because sometimes | don't
correctness or strength of an argument. understand my friend's argument.” (Student 2)
Linguistic Limited English proficiency constraining the specificity and “My English skills are still limited, so the feedback | give is often very
depth of comments provided. simple.” (Student 7)
Genre Possessing theoretical knowledge of text structure but “I know there are thesis, arguments, and conclusion, but it's hard to
knowledge difficulty applying it during review. apply them when giving feedback.” (Student 9)
Affective Fear of hurting peers' feelings and discomfort in criticizing a “I'm afraid of hurting my friend's feelings... | also lack confidence.”
friend's work. (Student 9)

Despite these difficulties, several students reported that the act of giving feedback pushed them to read peers' texts more carefully
and increased their awareness of argument clarity and organizational structure, suggesting that the challenges coexisted with
incidental learning benefits.
Quality of Analytical Exposition Texts After Peer Feedback
Analysis of the 30 students' final analytical exposition texts using the composite rubric (maximum score 52) showed a
distribution across four achievement levels, summarized in Table 2.
Table 2. Distribution of Students' Analytical Exposition Writing Achievement After Peer Feedback (N = 30)

Achievement Level Score Range n % Key Characteristics
Excellent 44-52 8 26.7 Clear, well-focused thesis; coherent, well-developed arguments; effective academic vocabulary;
minor mechanical errors only.
Good 35-43 5 16.7 Clear position with relevant supporting reasons; logical but largely descriptive reasoning; adequate
vocabulary and grammar control.
Fair 26-34 4 13.3 Basic thesis and sequencing present; arguments underdeveloped and largely descriptive; limited
vocabulary variation.
Poor 13-25 3 10.0 Unclear or absent thesis; single undifferentiated paragraph; minimal analysis, evaluation, or
supporting evidence.
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Excellent-level texts (n = 8; 26.7%) were characterized by explicit, well-focused thesis statements, systematically
sequenced arguments supported by cause-and-effect reasoning, and academically appropriate vocabulary (e.g., digital literacy,
misinformation, critical thinking), with only minor, meaning-preserving mechanical errors. Good-level texts (n = 5; 16.7%)
demonstrated a clear position and relevant supporting reasons but tended toward descriptive rather than deeply evaluative
reasoning, with less elaboration of cause-and-effect relationships. Fair-level texts (n = 4; 13.3%) exhibited a basic generic structure
using simple sequencing markers (first, second, finally), yet arguments remained underdeveloped, general, and lacking in
comparative or evaluative depth. Poor-level texts (n = 3; 10.0%) frequently lacked a clearly stated thesis and a concluding reiteration,
presented ideas within a single undifferentiated paragraph, and showed minimal evidence of analysis or evaluation, despite generally
acceptable spelling and punctuation.

A component-level comparison (Table 3) indicates that the gap between achievement levels was most pronounced in the
Content component (reflecting analysis, evaluation, reasoning, and explanation), followed by Organization, while differences in
Mechanics were comparatively small - suggesting that lower-scoring students' primary limitation lay in analytical depth rather than
surface-level accuracy.

Table 3. Mean Component Scores by Achievement Level

Rubric Component Excellent (mean) Good (mean) Fair (mean) Poor (mean)
Organization (max 8) 74 6.2 48 3.0
Content (max 16) 14.2 10.8 6.5 5.3
Language Use (max 8) 71 6.5 45 4.3
Mechanics (max 4) 3.6 24 2.0 2.0

Overall, the pattern of results suggests a positive association between active, sustained engagement in the peer feedback process
- as reported qualitatively by higher-achieving students - and stronger performance on the content and organization dimensions of
analytical exposition writing.

DISCUSSION

Interpreting the Research Outcomes

The findings indicate that the eleventh-grade students' engagement with peer feedback was significantly shaped by a
multifaceted interplay of cognitive, linguistic, genre-knowledge, and affective factors. Specifically, students frequently navigated the
cognitive burden of evaluating complex peer arguments, the linguistic challenge of articulating detailed feedback in a second
language, the difficulty of operationalizing abstract genre knowledge during review, and the affective barrier of social discomfort
when critiquing classmates. This engagement was broadly—though not uniformly—associated with the analytical quality of their
subsequent writing. Students who articulated more active and reflective engagement—predominantly those within the Excellent and
Good achievement groups—demonstrated the capacity to translate feedback into clearer, more focused thesis statements, more
coherent argument development, and more effective causal reasoning. Conversely, students whose participation was characterized
by superficiality or greater discomfort tended to produce texts that remained underdeveloped, often relying on descriptive rather
than deeply evaluative language. Ultimately, the depth of interaction with the peer feedback process emerged as a key differentiator,
influencing whether students could effectively bridge the gap between basic organizational structures and complex, analytical
exposition.

Evaluation in Relation to Antecedent Studies

The challenges identified in this study—limited language proficiency constraining feedback specificity, difficulty applying
genre knowledge analytically, and fear of offending peers—closely mirror findings by Cendani & Purnamaningwulan (2023); Weng
et al. (2024), who argued that literacy development is frequently constrained by insufficient genre knowledge and limited linguistic
resources. The struggle students exhibited in translating theoretical knowledge of the thesis-argument-reiteration structure into
practical evaluative comments corroborates Rahimi et al. (2024); Ayiz & Nugroho (2025), both of whom observed that EFL learners
often possess declarative genre knowledge but lack the scaffolded practice required to operationalize it analytically. Furthermore,
recent research Yu (2020) highlights that even when students attempt to apply genre-based feedback, their efforts are often
hampered by uncertainty regarding the correctness of their own feedback and anxieties about how criticism may negatively impact
peer rapport. The affective dimension—namely, the fear of hurting peers' feelings—aligns with broader literature Xue et al. (2023),
which documents that anxiety regarding negative peer reactions can significantly diminish the depth and honesty of feedback
provided. This is further compounded by the "face-threatening" nature of providing feedback Xue et al. (2023), which in EFL contexts
is often intensified by learners' lack of confidence in their own language proficiency (Waluyo & Panmei, 2024).

Regarding writing outcomes, the clear stratification of texts into Excellent, Good, Fair, and Poor categories, with the most
pronounced differences occurring in the Content component, is consistent with Facione (2023) framework of critical thinking, in
which explanation, inference, and evaluation distinguish higher-order from lower-order reasoning. This pattern also parallels Marni
et al. (2019), who found that students at an intermediate proficiency level could construct basic arguments but struggled to deepen
evaluative analysis, and aligns with Kuhn et al. (2015), whose account of minimal critical engagement closely resembles the isolated,
unelaborated claims observed in the Poor-level texts of this study. The overall improvement associated with peer feedback
engagement is consistent with prior evidence that peer feedback enhances writing performance Ying & Schunn (2024); Waluyo &
Panmei (2024) by fostering metacognitive awareness Kerman et al. (2023) and supporting the development of organization,
accuracy, and confidence (Taddese et al., 2026). Critically, as suggested by Xu et al. (2022) and Uymaz (2019), the effectiveness
of this process is heavily reliant on structured guidance; when students are trained to provide feedback using clear criteria, they are
better equipped to overcome cognitive overload and produce constructive, content-focused commentary (Ahmed, 2025). This further
underscores that while peer feedback is an inherently demanding social and cognitive task, its potential for cultivating critical thinking
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is significant when managed within a supportive, scaffolded classroom environment (Noroozi et al., 2023).
Ramifications of the Findings

These results suggest that peer feedback functions simultaneously as a source of productive cognitive friction and as an
emotionally demanding social task. Rather than viewing student-reported difficulties as evidence against the strategy, the findings
imply that such difficulties are an intrinsic and potentially generative part of the critical thinking development process, provided they
are accompanied by adequate scaffolding. This has direct implications for EFL teachers implementing the Merdeka Curriculum's
emphasis on student autonomy: purely unstructured peer feedback risks leaving lower-proficiency students without the tools to move
beyond descriptive commentary, whereas structured rubrics, explicit feedback training, and modeled examples - as recommended
by Min (2006); Yu & Lee (2016)- may help translate the potential benefits of peer feedback into more consistent gains in analytical
writing quality across proficiency levels.
Limitations of the Research

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting these findings. First, the study was confined to a single
eleventh-grade class in one public senior high school in Lamongan with a relatively small participant pool, limiting the generalizability
of the findings to other schools, regions, or educational contexts. Second, data were derived primarily from students' written texts,
feedback worksheets, and interview self-reports, which may not fully capture the underlying cognitive processes of analysis,
reasoning, and evaluation that occurred during writing and revision. Third, data collection occurred under fixed instructional time
constraints, which may have limited students' opportunities for deeper reflection and elaboration. Finally, the study focused
exclusively on the analytical exposition genre; students' critical thinking and writing quality may manifest differently in other genres
such as discussion or problem-solution texts, restricting the generalizability of these findings beyond analytical exposition writing.

CONCLUSION

This study examined how peer feedback, as an instructional strategy, contributed to eleventh-grade EFL students' critical
thinking development and analytical exposition writing quality, and identified the challenges students encountered in the process.
The findings show that students faced interrelated cognitive, linguistic, genre-related, and affective challenges when giving and
receiving peer feedback, most notably difficulty interpreting peers' arguments, limited English proficiency, difficulty operationalizing
genre knowledge, and fear of offending classmates. Despite these challenges, students' final analytical exposition texts showed a
clear, interpretable stratification of writing quality, with Excellent- and Good-level performers demonstrating stronger thesis clarity,
argument coherence, and analytical depth than Fair- and Poor-level performers, whose primary limitation lay in the underdeveloped
analytical content of their arguments rather than surface-level mechanics.

These results reinforce the conclusion, consistent with prior scholarship, that peer feedback holds substantial pedagogical
value for developing critical writing skills, but that this value is not automatically realized; it is contingent on students' feedback
literacy, language proficiency, and emotional comfort within the classroom environment. The evidence gathered here supports the
premise advanced in the introduction - that analytical exposition writing, by virtue of its argumentative demands, provides a
productive context in which peer feedback can cultivate critical thinking - while also confirming that structured guidance is necessary
to help students move from descriptive to genuinely analytical and evaluative engagement with peers' texts.

Based on these findings, it is recommended that EFL teachers explicitly teach peer feedback as a core writing strategy,
supported by clear rubrics, modeled feedback examples, and a classroom climate that reduces students' fear of causing offense.
Future research is encouraged to examine the longitudinal impact of peer feedback on critical writing development, to compare its
effectiveness across other argumentative and discursive genres, and to investigate more closely how students' language proficiency
and confidence mediate their capacity to give and use peer feedback effectively. The authors welcome comments and suggestions
from readers to further refine the pedagogical implications of this study.
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