http://wac.ctl.ualberta.ca/

Writing Across the Curriculum

Responding to Student Writing:
Suggestions from Writing Studies Research
Daniel S. Harvey
Bean (2011, Ch. 16) points out that responding
to student writing can be one of (if not) the most
important aspects of writing instruction;
productive commentary will encourage your
students to continue developing their writing
skills, while less productive feedback can lead
to frustration. Spandel and Stiggins (1990) highlight the potential for miscommunication between
students and instructors at the feedback stage,
which can block further learning and
improvement (Zull, 2002).
A study by Smith (2008) shows that mitigated
feedback can help students better accept
criticism and suggestions; pointing out their
successes as well as areas for improvement
helps them identify the foundation upon which
they can build their skills. Lindeman (2001)
suggests that instructors not try to identify
and label every mistake made by students.
Identifying recurring patterns of error and
limiting responses to the most important and
manageable areas helps students to prioritize
their revisions, and can engage them in dialogue
about their work. In contrast, label-type
comments (“awk,” “frag,” “rep,” “unclear,” etc.)
can be confusing and demoralizing; students
often perceive a paper in which every error has
been marked and labelled as irredeemably bad,
and the comments not worth reading
(Hedengren, 2004).
Feedback can be either formative (when students
are given the opportunity to rewrite and incorporate suggestions) or summative (when provided at
the end of the writing process). These two models
correspond to the distinction between instructor
as coach and instructor as judge: formative
feedback is better suited when coaching students
to make improvements, while summative provides
an opportunity to assess student performance.

Five Key Points When Providing Feedback:
1. Know what you’re evaluating. We evaluate
student work for many reasons; decide on
evaluation criteria before you start providing
feedback.
2. Tailor the feedback to the assignment. Not all
assignments have the same goals, and the type
of feedback should reflect this.
3. Provide focused feedback. You don’t need to
point out every mistake! Identify major patterns
of error, and first address the areas you find
most important.
4. Mitigate more critical feedback by pointing out
students’ successes and strengths. Students
are more likely to improve their writing if you
help them build on their successes, rather
than simply pointing out their failures.
5. Refer back to your rubrics and scoring guides.
Students will better understand what your
comments mean, and how to improve, when
you link your comments back to the
assignment requirements.

Six Suggestions For Instructors
1. Respond like an audience, providing comments to students that describe your responses as
you read their work. Students want to know that you have engaged with their ideas.
2. Guide substantive thought, rather than focusing solely on mechanical errors.
3. Encourage skills improvement without overloading your students by highlighting every error.
4. Provide a positive and supportive environment.
5. Choose between summative and formative models of feedback.
6. For larger assignments, supplement marginal commentary with substantive endnotes that
comment on the piece holistically.

References And Resources
Chris M. Anson. (2000). Response and the social construction of error. Assessing Writing, 7, 5-21.
B. Bardine, M. Bardine & E. Deegan. (2000). Beyond the red pen: Clarifying our role in the
response process. English Journal 90(1), 94-101.
John Bean. (2011). Engaging ideas: The professor’s guide to integrating writing, critical thinking,
and active learning in the classroom. (2nd Ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Richard Beach & Tom Friedrich. (2006). Response to writing. In Handbook of writing research. Ed.
Charles A. MacArthur, Steve Graham, & Jill Fitzgerald. New York: Gulford Press. 222-234.
Richard H. Haswell. (2008). Teaching of writing in higher education. In Handbook of research
on writing: History, Society, School, Individual, Text. Ed. Charles Bazerman. New York: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates. 331-346.
Beth Finch Hedengren. (2004). A TA’s guide to teaching writing in all disciplines. Boston: Bedford/
St. Martin’s.
L. Smith. (2008). Grading written projects: What approaches so students find most helpful?
Journal of Education for Business, July/August, 325-330.
Nancy Sommers. (2003). Responding to student writing. In The St. Martin’s guide to teaching
writing. Ed. Cheryl Glenn, Melissa A. Goldthwaite, & Robert Connors. Boston: Bedford/St.
Martin’s. 373-381.
Nancy Sommers. (2006). Across the drafts. College Composition and Communication, 58(2),
248-257.
Vicki Spandel & Richard J. Stiggins. (1990). Creating writers: Linking assessment and writing
instruction. New York: Longman.
Edward M. White. (1994). Teaching and assessing writing. (2nd Ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
James Zull. (2002). The art of changing the brain: Enriching teaching by exploring the biology of
learning. Sterling, VA: Stylus.

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License. To view a copy of this license, visit
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/ or send a letter to Creative Commons, 444 Castro Street, Suite 900, Mountain View, California, 94041, USA

