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Dear Colleagues,

The following readings are designed to help you think about how to manage the responding load that every teacher of
composition must engage. We learn by doing—that’s my first principle of teaching writing—and so the best way for a student
to improve is by doing the work. The writing teacher’s role, as I see it, is to show English 101 students what having a genuine
reader of their writing means. They know what it means to have a grader of their writing: they’ve had that for twelve years of
schooling. The most important work a teacher can do is to help show them how to get from what they’ve written to what a
reader needs and wants. That’s challenging work, and it doesn’t happen in one paper, or even one semester. It happens slowly,
one piece of writing at a time. Beyond the approaches and perspectives in the accompanying reading, I’ll offer some tips that
have worked for me.

1.  Read the whole thing first. Pen down. You’re not a grader first; you’re a reader first, showing a student the grace and
curiosity and engagement their writing deserves.

2.  Never, ever mix late-stage editing and proofreading feedback with early-stage argument and organization feedback. Don’t
bother correcting a misspelling when the paragraph itself will be overhauled.

3.  Limit your comments. A student will not respond to every suggestion you make, and they should not: that makes it your
paper, not theirs. Help them with what’s most important.

4.  Students revise before you get eyes on it. Use peer review in conjunction with your assignment’s criteria; have other
students assess, using your list of criteria, whether the student’s submission meets the criteria; if it doesn’t, they revise
before you see it. Students will want what they see as “the answer” from the instructor, but they’ll learn from other
students who are trying to complete the same task.

5.  Have criteria for peer review. Ask peer review groups to assess drafts on the same qualities and criteria you’ll be grading
them on—and, as in tip 2, ask peer reviewers to assess different criteria based upon the stage the drafts are at. Don’t ask
peer reviewers to look at punctuation if the draft’s focus is on supporting evidence.

6.  Batch and time your responses. Responding is work, and the work’s quality depends in part on the worker’s capacity. If I
respond to more than five or six pieces of writing in a stretch, my mind gets fuzzy and the quality of my guidance declines.
For me, a twenty-minute timer and batches of four papers at a stretch, then a break, works well. If you start responding the
day the papers come in and handle two batches a day, one in the morning and one in the evening, the load can feel more
manageable.

The challenge you face is the same challenge every composition teacher has faced for over a hundred years, as the
accompanying readings indicate. It’s a tough challenge, and it’s profoundly shaped composition’s discourse and scholarship.
As a labor relation, the work of responding to student writing can sometimes feel thankless or unfair. One reward, which may
begin to balance at least the feeling of the cost, is the opportunity to read the writing of somebody who’s done what you asked,
and in doing so to show them the grace and understanding of a genuine human reader who values their work. That reward is
real, but it doesn’t settle the account: the cost is set by choices about section size and course load that are made above the
classroom, and those choices can be changed.
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