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 As I enter my first year of teaching college composition, I find that certain teaching 

pedagogies come naturally. For example, my class balances with teacher-student 

collaboration; however, I struggle with finding the most effective ways of guiding students 

to become stronger writers. Because of this, I began researching various scholars’ 

pedagogical methods to responding to student writing. Although there are endless amounts 

of approaches, I focused on specific methods that will guide me towards being a more 

productive writing teacher.  

 In doing my research, I have found that scholars, like Richard Straub and Frances 

Zac, would argue that the response process happens before a teacher physically comments 

on a student paper. For Straub, “responding begins with the course description. It begins 

with the assignment and the work in class. It begins with your values and 

expectations...before you even pick up the pen or open a file, much about how you’ll 

respond has already been determined” (357).  Therefore, the tone of the classroom should, 

ultimately, reflect the way in which we respond to student writing.  Straub, then, advocates 

for a certain “vocabulary for talking about writing – one that may go beyond the language 

students bring into the course” (357). This is a great platform for discussing how to 

incorporate writing response into the classroom; however, Straub does not mention how 
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that language can be created. Zac takes Straub’s theory and shows how to accomplish this 

unique language: “Provide opportunities in every class for every student to write, to read 

texts aloud, to listen to their own and others’ papers and to talk about the writing” (7). This 

initial premise, then, creates the proper stage for effectively responding to student writing.  

 While researching, I noticed there are two universal “no-no’s” that teachers tend to 

fall back on: Nancy Sommers’ coined method of “rubber-stamped” comments and teachers’ 

vision of an “ideal text.” Sommers argues that “…most teachers’ comments are not text-

specific and could be interchanged, rubber-stamped, from text to text” (“Responding” 152). 

Some examples I have seen in my own responses to students’ writing are “awkward 

sentence structure,” “revise,” and a simple “?”. Clyde Moneyhun admits that he was 

“reacting to every draft…in the same way, with ‘rubber-stamp’ comments that didn’t 

respond in any real way to what was actually on the page” (326).  The question is, then, 

from where do these rubber-stamp comments derive? I argue that they are in direct 

response to teachers’ mythological “ideal text.” Moneyhun believes that his rubber-stamp 

comments “were most often a willful misreading and misunderstanding of students’ 

intentions, informed as they were by my inner vision of the perfect paper, not by any real 

engagement with what they had written” (327).  If the “ideal text” exists in the minds of the 

teacher, is the focus no longer on the student? Vicki Hester argues “ideal texts” “leave little 

room for negotiation but instead impose the teacher’s version of the text upon the student 

writer” (6).  Because of this, students will no longer invest in their interpretation of the text, 

but rather, focus on what they think the teacher wants.  In an interview Carol Rutz 

conducted in 2002, a student admitted that “[he’ll] end up writing to fit where [he] thought 

the teacher was coming from. [He’d] suppress what [he] wanted to write about it” (334). 
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The writing process, then, becomes a “quest to find a Holy Grail” (Mayo 7) instead of 

pursuing their own writing journey.  

 What seems to be an effective technique, shared by Seth L. Kahn, Erika Lindemann, 

Nancy Sommers, and Richard Straub, is the “conversational method of response.” The 

short, “rubber-stamped” comments prohibit a collaborative revision process between the 

student and teacher. Straub advocates for teachers to “turn…comments into a conversation 

with students, a real dialogue that encourages them to read the comments and respond to 

[the teacher’s] responses” and  “write out…comments, especially the most important ones, 

in full statements…fuller comments help create an exchange between reader and writer, 

teacher and student” (359). Here, Straub is acknowledging that the revision process is 

meant as a conversation, or rather, collaboration between student and teacher. As a novice 

responder, I struggle to naturally acquire a conversational tone in my response to student 

writing. Lindemann gives constructive advice on how to create a conversational tone: 

“Preface questions with why, how, or what so that students must reexamine the paper and 

become conscious critics of their own prose” (240). This “reexamination,” then, becomes a 

productive quest for the students’ personal Holy Grail, instead of a treasure hunt for what 

the teacher wants. In doing so, it directly places the student back into their work to answer 

the teacher’s question.  

 To avoid giving “rubber-stamped” feedback, Kahn argues that  “[conversational] 

responses are the teacher’s place to have a dialogue with individual students about their 

own texts and ideas, and that dialogue should work with the classroom talk that happens 

every day to help students think more about their writing” (348). This is in direct 

conversation with Straub and Zac’s argument for starting the writing response in the 



Lynch  4 

classroom; the teacher’s feedback should mimic the dialogue found in the classroom. This 

consistency will create a written dialect between the classrooms and writing responses 

they receive from their teachers. However, I argue that the classroom dialect should 

somewhat differ from what a student may read on their paper. The classroom will have 

collaborative aspects, but the classroom space enforces a sense of authority onto the 

teacher (students sitting, teacher standing, etc.). A collaborative response would, then, be 

best accomplished through a different form of conversation, a letter. In Sommers’ (2012) 

interview, a student argued that a great method of response from a professor is someone 

“who takes the time to write a mini letter to a student. They direct it to you by name” 

(Beyond The Red Ink). The letter method creates a “back and forth” dialogue between 

student and teacher. Like true letter fashion, this format asks for a response from the 

writer.  

 As I was faced with my first batch of student papers, I struggled not only with a 

conversational tone with my students, but a conversational tone within my own comments. 

For example, the comments I wrote in the margin said, “focus on X” but my footnote 

response contradicted by saying, “focus on Y.” I thought about omitting marginal comments 

and relying solely on a footnote response, however, I do not think that is the answer. Straub 

advocates that both response methods are effective for responding to student writing in 

various ways. He states, “marginal comments allow for greater immediacy and specificity. 

They allow you to deal directly with specific issues in relation to specific passages” (364) 

whereas “end comments encourage you to provide a fuller context for your comments and 

to carry on a fuller discussion about them. Start with praise or a general overview of what 

you see the student doing in the writing” (364). Both response techniques are useful tactics 
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for teachers to use, but I struggle to have the two in conversation with one another.  

Sommers addresses this common mistake by saying, “…more often than not, students are 

given contradictory messages; they are commanded to edit a sentence to avoid an error or 

to condense a sentence to achieve greater brevity of style, and then told in the margins that 

the particular paragraph needs to be more specific or be developed more” (“Responding” 

150). This creates a pull in two opposing directions, leaving the student unsure how to 

address comments, altogether. Sommers reveals this well but does not provide the possible 

reasons we, as responders, do this. In my case (and hopefully I am not alone), it is difficult 

for me, as a responder, to “turn off” my sensitivity toward minute errors such as, grammar, 

sentence structure, etc. This talent seems only to be accomplished through conscious 

awareness of this sensitivity and copious amounts of practice.  

 To help ignore minute mistakes in writing, Sommers, Lindemann, and Straub stick 

to a “scale of concern” when responding to student work. For example, one of my 

commented papers says, “awkward sentence structure” in the margin, yet my footnote 

says, “go deeper into your analysis of the text.”  Here, Lindeman would say, “no scale of 

concern is offered to a student, with the result that a comment about spelling or a comment 

about an awkward sentence is given weight equal to a comment about organization or 

logic” (151). I wanted this student to focus on the content of the paper more than the 

sentence structure, but did I convey this in my response? There needs to be some sort of 

ranking to help the student prioritize their revision process.  Moneyhun provides a ranking 

method saying,  “rather than overwhelm students with response, I try to point to the one 

most basic issue that needs attention at that point in the process” (328). This method 

seems to work in the beginning stages of a student’s paper; however, a teacher’s feedback 
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should provide more guidance as the drafts progress.  Straub advises teachers to 

“focus…commentary on no more than two or three concerns in a set of comments, making 

sure that [the] comments reflect…priorities and advance the goals of the course. Leave the 

rest for the student to identify and work out on his or her own” (359-60).  Straub’s 

technique not only guides the student in a more productive direction (without 

overwhelming the writer), but also places the authority back onto the student.  

 In addition to quality of comments, Sommers’ (2012) interview advocates that 

students’ perception of written feedback directly affects their revision process. Students 

from Bunker Hill Community College gave their opinion on written teacher feedback: 

“Often times you’ll see the ‘red color’ [pen marks] you know, automatically…can make a 

person give up” (Beyond The Red Ink). Not only does the color of the pen a teacher chooses 

effect the students’ reaction to feedback, the ineligible handwriting severs any potential 

revision process: “Trying to decipher the words usually causes more problems than 

anything else” (Beyond The Red Ink). If a large portion of a students’ revision process is 

spent decoding a teacher’s message instead of practicing writing, there must be a more 

efficient method for teachers’ response.  

 As technology progresses, teachers are able to communicate to their students in 

various formats, i.e. hand-written and electronic feedback. Both methods are currently in 

practice, but I wondered if the type of feedback, whether electronic or hand-written, had an 

impact on the efficiency of the revision process for students? In my attempt to research this 

topic, I found that this is a gap in the larger conversation of “responding to student writing.” 

From this, I conducted a miniature survey within my own Writing 101 course. I prompted 

my class with the question, “Which response method, electronic or hand-written, do you 
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find most effective for your revision process and why?” The majority of my students’ 

responses leaned toward electronic feedback: “It’s more efficient in the sense that the 

professors have infinite room to give us feedback,” and “I think electronic feedback is more 

effective…[because] the professor’s handwriting is not a factor in interpreting their 

revisions.” Both responses expressed that electronic feedback opens up to more revision 

possibilities for the teacher and the student. Although the majority of the class’ responses 

mirrored the above quotes, a small portion of the class argued that they prefer hand-

written feedback to the new electronic method. One student responds, “I feel like hand-

written responses are more personal. Electronic responses feel so general but if you were 

to take the time to hand write the feedback, it seems more directed towards you.” Here, a 

student in favor of hand-written responses shows that the “personal” feel from a teacher’s 

response would be lost had they used the electronic method. My small classroom study 

does not suffice to make any large-scale claims, but does show that there is room for a 

discussion here. Could this be the next step toward creating a more effective student-

teacher collaborative revision process? 
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