
Navigating a complex workplace: 
unexpected benefits from 

peer writing support

Paula Myatt

Griffith University

Ashley Edwards

School of Biological Sciences, University of Tasmania

Fiona Bird

Department of Zoology, La Trobe University



The background

• This paper examines the experiences of Fiona, Ashley and 
Paula

• Science academics moving from our disciplines into 
educational research

• In 2011
 Identified the need to improve our individual publication rates
 Established a cross-institutional peer writing group
 Aim: to provide peer writing support

• But why a Peer Writing Group??
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The context

• Over a two-year period we wrote reflectively to chart 
our journey

• We communicated regularly by telephone and email

• We committed to specific writing tasks

• We discussed our publishing plans, challenges and 
outcomes 



The methodology

• Data sets:
• reflective journals
• our final meta-reflections; and
• a subset of emails exchanged in the sharing of the plans and 

outcomes of our group

• Analysis: 
• a thematic approach as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2012)

Details of the analysis have been previously published in Myatt, Edwards and 
Bird (2014)
http://openjournals.library.usyd.edu.au/index.php/IISME/article/view/7672/8119

http://openjournals.library.usyd.edu.au/index.php/IISME/article/view/7672/8119


Themes which emerged from our data

• Writing is more than just writing
• Management of time
• Need to be personally responsible
• Positive self talk
• Increased self belief and understanding
• Guilt as a motivator
• Peer support

• personal 
• professional

• Lack of productivity
• Personal self doubt
• Shortage of time

Positive factors 
influencing 
productivity

Negative factors 
influencing 
productivity



A shift in our understanding

Legitimacy of these 
activities

‘I am coming to see 
myself that writing DOES 
include a number of tasks 
that aren’t actually 
writing, but which must 
still be done either before 
or during the writing 
itself’ 

Planning, reading, 
thinking

‘I thought I had all the 
appropriate literature in 
my head …but it turns 
out that I need to reread 
key papers looking for 
other bits of info’



Time, guilt and peer support

‘I wasn’t expecting it but actually to 
hear … from other group members that 
it was ok if …I’d had to prioritise 
something else in my writing time … 
was actually really helpful.’ 

Personal and professional 
support

‘I participated in a week long 
writing retreat after the other 
members both advocated/had 
good experiences‘

Permission to 
prioritise

‘THIS IS IMPORTANT so 
don’t compromise on 
allocating time. I like to 
write so I will do more 
of it for me.’ 



Ways to feel unproductive

While writing

‘It’s like having to start all over 
again just to remember when I 
got up to last time, so that 
time seems basically wasted’

Not feeling valued

Because SoTL is not high 
on the Faculty of Science 
agenda, sometimes I feel 
like I’m spending time 
doing secret, unimportant 
research

Aaaarrgghhh! Time!

‘With a pile of marking sitting 
on my desk, I don’t ever feel I 
can justify putting my own 
writing first, so it simply never 
gets started.’ 

Perspective and 
constructive



Strategies for optimising effective 
peer writing groups

Strategy 1. Acknowledge that writing is more than 
just writing

Non-writing tasks which progress a research paper are 
also valuable



Strategies for optimising effective 
peer writing groups

Strategy 1. Acknowledge that writing is more than 
just writing

Strategy 2. Be prepared to explore and establish new 
work habits

Schedule writing into the daily life of the academic 
workplace



Strategies for optimising effective 
peer writing groups

Strategy 1. Acknowledge that writing is more than 
just writing

Strategy 2. Be prepared to explore and establish new 
work habits

Strategy 3. Make your writing goals public 

Our commitment to make goals public and report on 
progress at the next meeting influenced our writing 
behaviour 



Strategies for optimising effective 
peer writing groups

Strategy 1. Acknowledge that writing is more than 
just writing

Strategy 2. Be prepared to explore and establish new 
work habits

Strategy 3. Make your writing goals public

Strategy 4. Make the most of the supportive nature of 
the group  

Sharing our ideas and experiences resulted in a deeper 
understanding of writing and greater productivity



In summary, the peer writing group 
helped us to

• achieve our goal of greater productivity

• overcome hurdles which hindered progress

• feel connected and supported



Thank you

Questions?


