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How to Respond to 
Student Writing 

ANTHONY SEOW 

Responding: A Misunderstood/Misplaced Component 

In the course of my dealing with pre-service as well as 
experienced teachers who teach composition-writing in the classroom, 
I have noticed that one of the most misunderstood (and often 
neglected) stages in teaching writing as a process is responding. In 
process writing - i.e. the "writing-process approach" to teaching writing 
where the various stages of writing constitute valuable learning 
experiences for student-writers (see Figure 1 below) - responding is 
a quick, initial reaction to a student's writing by an audience, which 
may be the teacher or the student's peers. It should come immediately 
after the first (tentative) draft when the writer has just put down his 
ideas in writing and is continually re-discovering meaning through 
revising. The purpose of responding is thus to facilitate revision of 
initial drafts. 

Responding (Stage 3 in Figure 1) is often misunderstood by 
teachers in the sense that it is frequently equated with evaluating (Stage 
6 in Figure 1) which is normally done after the final draft has been 
completed by the student. As opposed to responding, the purpose of 
evaluating a piece of student writing by a teacher is, of course, to 
assign a numerical score or a grade on the basis of some evaluation 
criteria. Although responding and evaluating perform quite distinct 
functions, traditionally, teachers have always deferred providing 
feedback till the student's final draft, citing the lack of time1 as the 
mitigating factor. What this means is that teachers would normally do 
responding and evaluating - and, very often, editing as well - at the 
same time. To collapse teacher response and evaluation into one is 
not very helpful to the student-writer, as has been rightly pointed out 

In the usual scheme of things, students normally complete a composition within a 
two-period lesson of 1 hour and 10 minutes, and process writing is not done 
systematically, if at all. 
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by Krashen (1984:ll): "Feedback [by the teacher] is useful when it is 
done during the writing process, i.e. between drafts. It is not useful 
when done at the end, i.e. comments and corrections on papers read 
at home and returned to students". 

Responding can be done either in writing or orally in a face-to- 
face s~tuation between the teacher and a student-writer. In the latter 
instance, it is commonly referred to as student-teacher conferencing. 
Peer-group response can also be instituted w~th promising results in 
the writing classroom. (See discussion below). 

Figure 1: The Writing Process and "Process Writing" 

1. Planning (Pre-writing) Students are motivated 
to write because they 
feel they have something 
important to say. 

Teacher engages 
students in generating 
ideas, in sourcing for 
information (content) 
and in collaborative 
discussions. I 2. Drafting (Writing) Students organise their Teacher guides students 

ideas and develop some in the composing 

teacher and peers for provide initial reactions 
s u ~ ~ o r t  and feedback. to students' first drafts. 

1 form to their writing. 

4. Revising (Redrafting) 

- 
process. 

Students capitalise on 
audience feedback to 
re-examine their drafts 
for clarity of intention 
and meaning and make 
necessarv chanaes. 

1 

Teacher takes students 
through the revision 
stage to help students 
shape and reshape their 
texts into a viable (final) 
form. 

5. Editing 

6. Evaluating 

Students refine their texts 
for linguistic accuracy, 
organisation of ideas 
and overall presentation. 
Students seek final 
feedback 

Teacher employs a 
checklist to assist 
students with the editing . 
process. 
Teacher uses certain 
evaluation criteria for 
assessing students' 
overall written 
~erformance. 

have a deep sense of 
pride and ownership in 
their own writina. 

Students realise the 
significance of their 
finished products and 

Teacher shares students' 
finished written products 
with an audience. 



80 Teaching and Learning 

Why Respond? 

Why is it essential for responding to be a part of the writing 
process? 

All experienced writers write with an implicit audience in mind, 
and ~t is the sense of a target audience and the purpose of writing 
which determine the writer's particular style (typically in terms of register 
and tone) of writing. Responding in the process-writing classroom is 
thus a conscious effort by the teacher to sensitise the student-writer 
to the presence of a reader so that the writer becomes more aware 
that he is writing for a real audience. More importantly, responding 
benefits the writer in that it helps him to clarify his purposes and Ideas 
and improve his writing. As teachers, "we need to sabotage our 
students's conviction that the drafts they have written are complete 
and coherent. Our comments need to offer students revision tasks ... . . by 
forcing students back into the chaos, back to the point where they 
were shaping and restructuring their meaning" (Sommers, 1984:166). 
Students must come to realise that "all writing is rewriting" (Mack & 
Skjei, 1979:44) and view their own writing as one that is constantly 
evolving. 

How To Respond? 

In responding, "thoughtful comments [by the teacher] create the 
motive for revising" (Sommers:ibid). Such comments, which can be in 
the form of statements or questions, are text-specific and are aimed 
at helping the writer clarify his intentions, resolve breaks in logical 
development or disruptions in meaning, and rectify inappropriate style 
and the like. It is not advisable at this early stage of the composing 
process to attend to grammatical infelicities of form unless they 
seriously impede reader comprehensi~n.~ In responding to student 
writing, it augurs well to point out the strengths and give praise, besides 
dwelling on the writer's shortfalls in communication. It is also important 
that the teacher establishes "a scale of concerns" (Raimes, 1994) so 
that the most pressing needs of the writer are addressed first. 

Editing is best done at Stage 5 (see Figure l) just before the writer submits his final 
draft for evaluation. 
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Following Sinciair & Coulthard's (1978) system of discourse 
analysis, we can, in fact, categorise the various types of teacher 
response according to the following linguistic  function^:^ 

(a) Inform : to provide ideas and suggestions 

(b) Elicit : to request information from the writer 

(c) Direct : to tell the writer to act in a certain way 

(d) Comment : to make a statement or to evaluate a point made by 
the writer 

Consider the following (actual) extract of an initial draft produced 
by a Primary 5 Singaporean student: 

Mv Favourite GamedL1j 

As a student I have a favourite games in my school. They are 
including swimming, football and of course cross-country.rL2J 
The one that I like the most is football, it is one of my daily exercise. 
It also helps to build my leg muscles. I was taught by my friend, 
Zulkifli. He is one who trained me every Saturday.rL3JFirst I have 
to do is, jog around the field, then to the skipping. After the all 
physicalrMJthen it is time to learn to kick the ball. 
I have thought of myself to become a professional footballer that 
had the experience of playing in Gronigen.rI5J 
So I hope I would because like him, the professional footballer 
and experience in playing in several countries.rL6J 

In terms of linguistic functions, and focusing on particular aspects 
of the student's writing (e.g. content, style, process), the teacher may 
respond to the above text thus (Figure 2): 

See also DeGroff (1992) - "Process-Writing Teachers' Responses to Fourth-Grade 
Writers' First Drafts". The Elementary School Journal, Vol. 93, No. 2, pp. 131- 
144. 
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Figure 2: Teacher Responses and Their Linguistic Functions 

You have written the title 
incorrectly. (CONTENT) 

Do you know why it couldn't 
be "My Favourite Games"? 
(PROCESS) 
When did you first learn to 
play football? (CONTENT) 
Have you left out something 
here? (CONTENP) 
You may need to re-write your 
f~rst paragraph once you have 
corrected your title. (CONTENT) 
Try collapsing the ideas of the 
last two paragraphs into one 
paragraph so that you don't 
have to repeat the same ideas. 
(STY LE) 
I would like to know more about 
your future plans. Tell me more. 
(CONTENT) 
This is an interesting point, and 
I like the way you have 
ex~ressed it. (STYLE) 

COMMENT 

As is apparent in Figure 2, the teacher's comments are text- 
specific. Obviously, suggestions for revising writing should not be too 
vague or too general if they are to be of any use to the student. The 
linguistic realisations of the teacher's response can appear interlinearly 
or in the margins, close to specific sections of the text where they 
relate. 

[L51 

~ 5 1  

Teacher response apart, research has also indicated that peer- 
group response to student writing has been found to work very 
effectively in helping students revise their drafts (Elbow, 1975; 
Reichardt, 1986; Koff; 1986). In this instance, the responder is not the 
teacher but the student-writer's peers. The group feedback technique 
may be implemented even in the first grade classroom: "Writers of all 
ages need feedback in order to develop a concept of audience. 



to Respond to Student Writing 83 

Students of all ages can be trained to be an audience and give specific, 
meaningful responses to each other's writing. This is true as early as 
the first grade" (Carr, 1986). Group response cannot be construed as 
an abdication of teacher responsibility; it should be viewed as a means 
of satisfying the students' need for sharing, which brings in its train "a 
sense of purpose for their writing .... and a forum for positive feedback" 
(ibid). Group response can assume various forms. One way is to 
provide response sheets, some kind of checklist or questions that allow 
students to respond to each other's writing. Another way of evoking 
group response is to have what Gossard (1986) calls "Read-Around 
Groups" (or RAGs, for short). Basically: 

"the read-around group (RAG) approach gives students the 
opportunity to read and respond to each other's writing at several 
stages in the process of any assignment. For example, they read 
each other's first drafts to discover how others solved the problem 
of finding a subject and geting started. They read second and 
third drafts to note progress in shaping the paper according to 
criteria established in discussions of earlier drafts. " 

(Gossard, 1986: 132) 

Accordingly, students in small groups can have their own pieces 
of writing coded with identification numbers to preserve anonymity 
and then have group members read each other's work before selecting 
the best paper for each group. This done, at a signal from the teacher, 
each group leader collects and hands over all the papers of his group 
to the next group, and the process of reading another group's collection 
for the best paper is repeated. The teacher lists down on the 
whiteboard the specific features which make certain papers 
outstanding. This list then becomes an invaluable rubric for the students 
to revise their own draft. Students often find it very encouraging to 
see their own paper picked as the best in the group, more so if this 
opinion is similarly shared by several other groups. RAGs can also be 
used by students to focus on very specific elements of the rubric in 
reworking their drafts. Teachers who tried using the RAG procedure 
have found that "it provides students with a 'real audience' of their 
peers, and it creates for them the personal motivation to rethink and 
rework a piece of writing" (Dawson, 1986:135). 

Responding to student writing, i f  done systematically, is 
rewarding for both the students and the teacher. For the students, 
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responding (especially in group-response sharing) helps them gain a 
better understanding of the writing process. For the teacher, marking 
the students' writing (at a later stage) will be much easier since, through 
revision consequent upon getting teacher and peer feedback, the 
students' compositions will have become more logical and coherent. 
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