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Recent Developments in Writing:
How Teachers Manage Response

Sarah Warshauer Freedman

Jody, a college freshman, reminisces about her
school experiences involving response to her
writing. She completes a questionnaire at the
beginning of her first semester for her English
teacher:

And I like English, but I've had so many different
English teachers, all saying different things about
my writing, that I really can’t know what to believe.
All teachers want different things, and it’s hard to
please all of them without changing my way of writ-
ing. Hopefully you won’t try and change the way I
write, but just try and help me on the things I do
badly.

Jody’s teacher, Ms. Lane, is intrigued by Jody’s
forthright assessment of her past teachers’
responses to her writing, and touched by her
plea. In a later interview, Ms. Lane invites Jody
to talk more about her past experiences and cur-
rent needs as a writer. Jody gladly continues:

English is really easy, cause it’s easy to get a good
grade, if you know what the teacher wants. So that’s
what I've been doing, you know, all through gram-
mar school and high school . .. You just, like, you
know, in your first paper or something you write,
and theyll say, “Oh you should do this, or you
should do this,” and you go, “Uh ha, I know what
they want” and then you just write the way they
want, and they go, “Great! Excellent writing.” You
know. Houh! “Okay, that’s this semester taken care
of.” You have a new teacher, and they like this. So
you say, “Okay, I'll put that in my writing.” And
they just love you for it. But then you end up in
college, and you don’t know how to write, for your-
self. You just write for other people.

What went wrong in Jody’s previous school
experiences? What can Ms. Lane do to make
Jody’s first college writing experiences more pro-

ductive? Past research on response to writing
provides only minimal guidance: (a) respond
positively (don’t just criticize) (e.g., Lees),
(b) don’t litter student writing with red ink since
this approach discourages and overwhelms stu-
dents; instead, write comments selectively (e.g.,
Beach; Butler; Hahn; Sommers), (c)aim
response at helping students revise, not just at
justifying a grade (e.g., Beach; Sommers). Ms.
Lane will have to more than follow such guide-
lines to address Jody’s problem fully. She will
have to maintain her role as instructional leader
while keeping the responsibility for communicat-
ing and text ownership in the hands of her stu-
dent writers.

Educating Jody: A Study of Successful
Teachers and Their Students

Some clues about educating Jody emerge from a
study of how some of the most successful teach-
ers of writing in our country organize writing
instruction and how their students feel about the
instruction they are receiving (Freedman, in
press). For this study, I conducted a national sur-
vey of successful teachers and their students so
that I could answer the following questions:

1. What do some of the most successful teach-
ers of writing in the nation emphasize when
they teach writing; more particularly, how do
they arrange response to their students’
writing?

2. At the secondary level, how do the students
of these teachers understand the instruction
they are receiving?

October 1987 35



Knowing that it is often difficult, given the ways
schools are organized, to execute our ideals, I also
wanted to know what remains problematic for even
the most successful teachers and their students.
What questions have these teachers, as a group,
not yet answered? What could they have changed
about Jody’s experience, and what would have
been difficult even for them to have changed?

The surveys provide the equivalent of photo-
graphs taken with a wide-angle lens—broad and
fairly comprehensive views. They were completed
by 560 teachers (K-12) and 715 of their students
at the secondary level. To identify the successful
teachers, I asked the 116 National Writing Project
site directors to recommend six of the most out-
standing teachers of writing in their regions: two
teachers at the primary level, two at the junior
high/middle school level, and two at the senior
high level. Then, in each region, I asked one jun-
ior high and one senior high teacher to select four
students to complete surveys. The students—two
males and two females and within each pair one
higher-achieving and one lower-achieving—were
to be chosen from a specified class. Of the teach-
ers and students receiving surveys, the return rate
was almost 90%, substantially above the usual
60% for mail surveys.

Reasons for Assigning Writing
The national surveys revealed that these success-
ful teachers of writing do not use writing for test-
ing students or for having students practice form
and mechanics; rather, without ignoring mechan-
ics and form, these teachers want students to write
primarily so that they will learn to think for them-
selves and to connect their learning to their own
experiences. In his general survey of secondary
teachers, Applebee found the opposite; the aver-
age teacher assigns writing in order to test student
knowledge of proper form and mechanics.

Students will feel ownership of their writing
only if they have a reason for writing beyond being
tested by the teacher and following the teacher’s
orders. Students relinquish ownership when they
write to be tested, to maintain a respectable grade
point average. They need to gain some personal
satisfaction from writing. This means that teach-
ers must see their students’ writing as something
beyond a test to be graded.

In free comments at the end of the question-
naire, one of the successful teachers expressed the
group’s values particularly well: “I think writing
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can be used by any teacher to teach any subject.
Writing is thinking on paper; by writing, students
learn to organize, to restructure, to reflect, to syn-
thesize, and to draw conclusions based upon their
own discoveries.”

These successful teachers of writing see the
writers in their classrooms as critical thinkers who
are writing to integrate what they are learning in

Successful teachers de-emphasize
response that comes after a piece of
writing is complete.

school with their personal experiences. And one
key to how students’ ownership of their writing is
promoted likely involves how writing is valued in
the community of the classroom.

Successful Teachers Arranging Response

As Jody indicates, a central way that teachers com-
municate what they value is through response to
their students’ writing. Let us examine how these
successful teachers arrange response to student
writing.

First, successful teachers de-emphasize
response that comes after a piece of writing is
complete. These teachers defy the stereotype of
the beleaguered writing teacher, red pen in hand,
bleary-eyed from reading, grading, and writing
comments on large stacks of student essays. Suc-
cessful teachers report that written comments and
grades on final versions of student writing are
among the least helpful kinds of response. Most
teachers have watched both the angry student and
the uninterested student defiantly or casually
throw a newly-returned piece of writing into the
classroom wastebasket, after looking at the grade
but without even glancing at the written com-
ments; yet most teachers continue to give grades,
the more dedicated continuing to labor over writ-
ten comments. In contrast, the successful teachers
in the surveys understand that their students learn
little from grades and written comments (see also
Sommers, and Sperling and Freedman, for addi-
tional information about students’ lack of under-
standing of written comments).

How do the successful teachers handle the issue
of grading, given the evaluation requirements of
most school systems? First, as one teacher writes,
“Teachers do not need to ‘grade’ every piece of
writing.” Another concurs—“Don’t grade student
writing!”—and continues with her solution: “Of



course, we're still saddled with giving students
grades, but we can grade their progress instead of
grading how well/poorly they did on one essay in
comparison to other students in the class.”
Another shows some variation in practices with
respect to grading as he says, “I do mark the final
draft and give a letter grade.” Of particular inter-
est is the fact that teachers of high numbers of
poverty-level students report less frequent use of
grades and written comments than do the other
teachers. As Ogbu demonstrates, these students
probably do not feel as much pressure to get good
grades once they reach secondary school since
their early experiences in school often teach them
that they do not obtain high marks with the same
work that their middle-class counterparts do. If
the students do not feel that they can obtain good
grades, the fact that something will be graded
probably does not motivate them to try particu-
larly hard either.

Knowing that the successful teachers in the sur-
veys generally devalue written comments and
grades, let us turn to how they do respond to their
students’ writing. Simply put, they focus their
attention on response during the writing process.
In particular, they value one-to-one conferences
above all other types of in-process response. How-
ever, these teachers admit that they have difficulty
managing to hold sufficient numbers of individual
conferences. Secondary schools especially are usu-
ally not organized in ways that support indivi-
dualized teaching.

Overall, the teachers in the surveys are incon-
sistent in their opinions about the helpfulness of
other in-process techniques (that is, of peer
groups, written comments, grades, and student
self-assessments). Yet a clue to how these teachers
uniformly handle in-process response is revealed
through the emphasis they put on discussing top-
ics with their students before the students write,
and on furnishing their students plentiful oppor-
tunities to talk about what they are writing about.
Although this kind of activity is not normally
classified as “response to writing,” since written
text may not be involved, it does in fact constitute
a major type of in-process response in these class-
rooms—response to ideas in formation. This kind
of response can occur across response settings—
in whole-class discussions, in one-to-one confer-
ences, in peer groups. In fact, in a recent study
of peer response, I found that ninth-graders are
particularly good at discussing their ideas with

one another whereas they are reluctant to give one
another feedback about other aspects of writing,
particularly when the feedback involves some kind
of implicit or explicit evaluation (Freedman &
Bennett).

Finally, successful teachers believe that they
themselves are the most useful responders to their
students’ writing (more helpful than classmates,
other teachers, parents, or other adults).

The Student Experience

With their focus on critical thinking and mean-
ingful learning and with their emphasis on in-pro-
cess response, these successful teachers must be
having powerful effects on their secondary stu-
dents. But do their students’ experiences differ

Students say that response to finished
pieces promotes learning more than
response during the process.

from Jody’s? Counter to my expectations, the stu-
dents of even these highly successful teachers
seem at least partly trapped in Jody’s world view
of schooling. The students completed their sur-
veys in the spring, after most had worked with
these teachers for almost the entire academic year;
yet even at this late point in the year, these stu-
dents express values that are in marked opposition
to their teachers’.

The students say that response to finished
pieces of writing promotes their learning signifi-
cantly more than response during the writing pro-
cess. They find written comments on finished
pieces more helpful than any other type of
response. Following written comments, individual
conferences during the process are most helpful
to them, followed by grades on their finished
pieces. Unlike their teachers, the students perceive
that their teachers almost always give grades and
write comments on their finished pieces of writ-
ing. It is unclear whether the students value con-
ferences because they see them as a way to find
out what the teacher wants before the paper is
complete or because they actually see conferences
as useful to their learning.

On a more encouraging note, the students con-
firm that their teachers discuss topics with them
before they write, and that they have opportunities
to talk about what they are writing about. The
students also value their teachers’ response most,
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but they value their parents’ responses more than
their teachers value parents’ responses.

Lessons to Learn

There are several important lessons to be learned
from these successful teachers and their students.
First, all value individual instruction in the form of
conferences. Second, these teachers are good
responders, better than anyone else to whom their
students have access. Third, the teachers and stu-
dents spend a lot of time talking about ideas and top-
ics for writing.

However, the contrasts between the teachers
and their students raise several issues. First,
response during the process is key but problem-
atic; the mostly middle-class students of even these

Change will have to take place in the
institution; changes in individual
teachers will be insufficient.

highly successful teachers are product-oriented
and grade-oriented. Like Jody, these students see
themselves writing mostly in order to play the
school game; they do not give evidence that indi-
vidual teachers can change their sense of owner-
ship of school writing. This student orientation
can create tensions between successful teachers
and their students and can make the teaching and
learning of writing difficult. Students who write
only for grades fear taking risks and will do “any-
thing” to please grade-giving teachers, even in the
best instructional situations (see Sperling & Freed-
man). Most importantly, such students are in dan-
ger of developing an impoverished view of the
functions and uses of writing if they continue to
see writing only as something to be done for a
grade in school.

What does it take to change students’ views of
writing in school? Gifford argues that change will
have to take place within the institution of teach-
ing, that changes in the practices of individual
teachers will be insufficient. He writes about
changing the nature of schools, their organiza-
tion, and the organization of the system of which
they are a part. He argues that individual teachers
can effect only limited changes as long as their
classroom doors are closed. The opinions of the
secondary students in these surveys seem to sup-
port Gifford’s claims; these students are
ensconced in the values of a school system which
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encroach upon the sanctity of their classrooms.
Ideally, change will span classrooms and grade lev-
els (see Perl & Wilson for a case study of writing
in a school district implementing such change).

In the meantime, some changes could be made
by collectives of teachers. First, grades need to be
placed in a productive perspective. Although
grading is an institutional fact, it is possible to give
grades at required intervals without grading every
or almost every piece of writing a student does. In
mainstream schools, grades act as a powerful
motivator, an attention grabber; students work
most on those assignments that “count,” that are
graded. In non-mainstream schools grades may
be used less frequently because students march to
a different beat.

One solution that allows teachers to decrease
the frequency of their grade-giving is portfolio
evaluation. Students collect their writing over a
period of time, and a grade can be given to the
portfolio rather than to individual pieces. Another
approach allows students (with the option of help
from their teacher) to select pieces in the portfolio
for revision and grading. In this way, students can
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revise and receive a formal evaluation of their best
pieces. Their best is what is worth revising. And
their best is what they want someone else to eval-
uate, to judge them on. There is even movement
in some states, local school districts, and univers-
ities (e.g., the state of Rhode Island and SUNY-
Stonybrook) to move to formal portfolio assess-
ment and away from timed proficiency tests
administered under strict testing conditions. In
fact, Educational Testing Service is showing
increasing interest in this form of assessment,
which is the way writing is assessed on national
examinations of writing in England.

How can teachers decrease the amount of grad-
ing while still keeping students’ attention and
maintaining their motivation? Simply put, the
activity has to be motivating in and of itself—writ-
ing has to be seen as purposeful. Most purposeful
writing activities include having students write for
audiences beyond the classroom. Some suggest
having students submit their work to contests (e.g.,
Dunn, Florio-Ruane, & Clark), having them share
their work with other students through computer
networks (e.g., Levin et al.), publishing it for audi-
ences beyond the classroom—in the form of school
or class newspapers, exchanges with other classes
inside or beyond the school (Heath & Bran-
scombe; Freedman & McLeod), or books written
for audiences of other students and collected in
the school library (Graves). Other more personal
but functional uses of writing which are generally
not graded include dialogue journals—private
correspondence between the teacher and individ-
ual students (Staton, et al.) and learning logs.
Many of these activities were first developed by
teachers and researchers working with non-main-
stream students who do not respond to grade
pressures.

These ideas are not new. Britton and his col-
leagues have long argued for the importance of
expanding the audience for student writing
beyond the teacher as examiner—to include writ-
ing for real audiences. The time is past due to
implement them.

In the next couple of years, through the Center
for the Study of Writing, I am working with Alex
McLeod at the Institute of Education in London
and with teachers in England and the US to begin
a set of audience exchanges between pairs of
classes. As part of the exchange project, we are
looking carefully at the effects of expanding the
audience for student writing and at the interaction

of grading and other kinds of response on student
learning. We will be able to compare the teaching
and learning of writing in the US and the UK and
study the barriers to and potential costs and ben-
efits of implementing purposeful writing in
schools.

University of California
Berkeley, California
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Call for State and District-Level Programs for Teacher Improvement

Have you developed at the district or state level any programs in the areas described below? The National Council
of Teachers of English is seeking to identify and publicize state and district-based programs that are meeting
inservice and career development needs of K-12 teachers of all subjects. The areas of concern are as follows:

1. Do you have a program of help for beginning teachers in which experienced classroom teachers (that is, teachers
currently in the classroom at least part-time) are used as consultants?

2. Do you have a program which provides inservice or other staff support specifically for minority teachers?

3. Do you have a career development program for teachers in which advancement includes continued classroom
teaching?

4. Do you have a teacher evaluation program in which teacher competency is determined to some extent through
direct participation of other classroom teachers?

If such programs exist in your district or state, please write a brief description (maximum three double-spaced
pages) of the main features of the program, attaching such supplementary documents as are on hand. Send the
materials not later than November 5 to Charles Suhor, Deputy Executive Director, NCTE, 1111 Kenyon Road,
Urbana, IL 61801.

1988 NATE Conference Study Tour

NATE is offering a Study Tour/Conference package in Easter, 1988. The Study Tour will begin in London on 31
March, and will run for six days. There will be two main emphases: the English Romantics and Elizabethan Theatre.
The tour will include Keats’ House, Blake’s and Turner’s paintings, Jane Austen’s House, Wordsworth’s homes,
creative writing in the Lake District, Byron’s ancestral house, and three theatre visits, including one at Stratford-
upon-Avon. It concludes with a visit to the Bronté Parsonage. The tour will end in York, venue for the 1988 NATE
Conference (5-8 April).

Academic credit for the Study Tour is being negotiated through Virginia Tech. The 1988 Conference Programme
Committee has reserved space on the NATE Conference programme for Study Tour members who might wish to
present papers at York.

For further information, please write to

Dr. Colin Harrison

1988 NATE Conference Study Tour
School of Education

Nottingham University

Nottingham NG7 2RD

U.K.

(Phone 602-506101)
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