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Responding to Student Writing

TA responsibilities in many departments are likely to involve responding to student writing.  In this workshop, you will learn strategies for responding to writing in ways that are helpful to students and time-efficient for instructors.  We'll talk about how the reasons you want your students to write can help you design the types of writing they will do for you, how to tailor feedback to an assignment, tips on preventing plagiarism, and on-campus resources to help students hone their writing skills
Objectives of this Workshop:

By the end of this session, workshop participants should be able to:

· Think about different types of writing and writing exercises.
· Consider appropriate response strategies for given assignments. 

· Develop effective criteria for responding to student work by grading or other means.

· Make the most of your time when responding to student writing. 
· Prevent plagiarism proactively by assisting students in learning how to use resources (for example, their time, sources of information, writing centers, etc.) responsibly
Common Goals of Responding to Student Writing 
· Provide feedback on final drafts (Recognition, Evaluation ); 
· Converse with students (Take up ideas, Offer a different perspective);   

· Prepare students for later exams and/or assignments ;
· Provide encouragement  (Validation);
· Acknowledge and evaluate completed work (Explain a grade, Note student’s progress);
· Suggestions for revisions (Content, Mastery, Argument, Methodology)
· Correcting and editing (On writing style, Grammar, Sentence construction, Word choice, Punctuation, etc)

· Help students learn!!! (But how?)
Grading Strategies: Questions to Consider

· What is the goal and/or purpose of the assignment? 

· What exactly were the students directed to do?  What do you expect of their assignments?  

· How well was the assignment written?  Do you expect any class-level confusion?

· Should all parts of the assignment be weighted equally, or do some sections deserve more credit?  

· How much does this assignment count for within the course (what percentage of their grades)?

· At what point in the quarter/course is the assignment due?   Will students actually get their papers back? 
· How effective will your feedback actually be?  

Low-stakes vs. High-stakes Writing
Both low-stakes writing (“writing-to-learn” activities) and high-stakes writing (“writing to demonstrate learning” essays, essay exams, papers) are useful for students; instructors can determine how to respond to the exercises if they distinguish between them.  
In low-stakes writing-to-learn activities, “the goal isn't so much good writing as coming to learn, understand, remember and figure out what you don't yet know. Even though low stakes writing-to-learn is not always good as writing, it is particularly effective at promoting learning and involvement in course material, and it is much easier on teachers--especially those who aren't writing teachers.”

- Adapted from Peter Elbow, “Writing for Learning - Not Just for Demonstrating Learning,"

at National Teaching and Learning Forum, http://www.ntlf.com/html/lib/bib/writing.htm
Some examples of Low-stakes "writing-to-learn" activities
In Class:

· freewriting and focused freewriting – generating ideas by writing whatever comes to mind, writing continuously.  Can be focused on a particular subject or question. Can use at beginning or end of class for 5-15 minutes.  Variant: sentence – passage springboard – students choose a sentence or passage from their reading that struck them, write it at the top of page, then write their thoughts about it.

· minute papers– written responses to questions you pose at beginning or end of class.  Help instructor gauge whether students are following.  Can ask “what is relationship between A and B?”   “What confused you most about what you read for/ what we covered today?”   “What are the 3 most important things you learned today?”

· answer the question! – give groups of students a copy of a sample test question with a number of sample answers.  Students should evaluate the answers – are they accurate, and do they answer the question?  This exercise is good for training students to write satisfactory short answers on tests.
· student-formulated questions – ask students to write down their own questions for discussion.  For example: consequences / implications of something, what information is lacking, etc.  Can swap questions before reading so they are shared anonymously.

· group writing activities – peer response groups, group projects, or group revisions of existing documents for different purpose or audience
· writing definitions– to show students that they do bring some background knowledge or attitudes to a topic, ask them to write about a related concept beforehand, ask several to read their definitions, then bring discussion around to topic you want to discuss, showing connections to the concept they’ve already written about.

· microthemes – brief essays, one page or written on one side of a 5’x8” index card.  Can ask to summarize material; support a thesis; comment on significance of data that has been provided; or explain underlying principles and propose a solution to a quandary that has been posed.
Outside of Class:

· EPost or other online discussions – All kinds of assignments can be adapted for use in online discussion boards.  See Catalyst's helping guide for planning online discussion here: http://catalyst.washington.edu/web_tools/index.html
· Two-column notebooks  - write each page in two columns.  One column can summarize the reading while the other column contains the student’s questions / reactions.   Or two students can have a written conversation about a passage, taking turns each writing in one column and then exchanging the notebook.
· Journals…

Some tips for making low-stakes writing work

· When introducing the activity, give students your rationale for assigning it. Avoid characterizing it as a “fun, little writing activity.” 

· If you’re using a prompt, present it both orally and visually by writing it on the board or projecting it on the screen. (Exceptions include disciplines where response to oral instructions is valued.)

· Whenever possible, do the activity yourself before presenting it to students and/or do it along with them in the class. This makes a significant impact on student motivation.

· Before students write, describe next steps. Will the writing be collected? Discussed? Included in an assignment portfolio? Graded? If students are going to be able to be truly informal, they need to know that they aren’t going to be judged on the quality of their exploratory writing.

· Be clear about time limits (“I’ll stop you in 5 minutes”) and when time is almost over, give 1-minute or 30-second warning.

· At the completion of the assignment, ask students to reflect on insights and developments.

· If you collect student writing, summarize, or at least highlight and comment on your findings during a subsequent class.

The above tips are from Pamela Flash’s guide to “Informal, In-Class Writing Activities,” which may be read in full on the Univ. of Minnesota’s Center for Writing website: http://writing.umn.edu/tww/assignments/in-class.htm
Four Ways to Get Better Student Writing on High Stakes Assignments

1. Recommend that your students visit a campus writing center during the writing process.   Many UW departments have writing centers for students.  If your department does not have a writing center, your students may receive assistance at the Odegaard Writing & Research Center, CLUE, or the English Department Writing Center.  Although many instructors perceive writing centers as sources of remedial help or proofreading, writing center staff are trained to help all students at all stages of the writing process.   NOTE:  writing center staff can be most helpful to your students if they understand what you’re looking for, so contact staff in advance to share your syllabus, the assignment, and any other background info that will aid them in working with your students (e.g., “students always struggle on this assignment with applying the theoretical readings to the clinical scenario it presents”).   For a complete list of UW writing centers and their hours, see:  http://faculty.washington.edu/jwholmes/uwwrite.html 
2.  “Scaffold” students into any kind of high-stakes paper by using a series of low-stakes assignments or in-class exercises to introduce them to necessary sub-skills.  

Students will write better if they can have trial runs, preliminary drafts, and some form of feedback along the way.  When deciding what sorts of trial runs would benefit your students most, try breaking down the assignment in terms of its component sub-skills.  Such skills might include:  accurate paraphrase or summary; extended description; identifying main arguments, principal research questions, or supporting evidence; formulating a significant research question; doing literature searches, locating and responding to opposing claims, etc.

Some of these skills seem relatively generic (if you understand how to paraphrase one thing it might seem that you can probably paraphrase another), but many seemingly generic skills are in fact discipline-specific in either whole or part.  What philosophers think worthy of study and argument is quite different from what a political scientist or a chemist might think worthy of study and argument.  Similarly, what counts as evidence in a paper about Shakespeare will be very different from what counts as evidence in a physics experiment.  Students are likely to need your help in coming to understand what these discipline-specific “sub-skills” are.  CIDR consultants can help you think about what these skills are, and where in the course this help is going to come.
3. Give students enough context so that they understand the audience and purpose.  
Who should students imagine as the reader of their project, and what will that reader do with the thing you ask students to write?  This can be imagined, even playfully, but it will work best if it is also specific:  “You have been hired as a consultant to J&B Plumbing, to advise them on problems associated with partial upgrades of steel pipe-plumbed houses to copper pipes...” (for a paper explaining the chemistry of electrolysis).   

4. Explain to students how the assignment fits into the course goals, and how doing it will help them with the course.  A course-integrated assignment might ask students to articulate understandings of key course issues, or it might ask them to extend ways of thinking learned within the confines of the course to material beyond the course.  Students will write best if, on one hand, they can see clearly how the assignment helps them learn course material, and if, on the other, the work they do in class helps them develop the conceptual and technical skills the assignment will demand.
Time-saving Tips for Responding Efficiently and Effectively
· Not all strategies will be appropriate or effective for all assignments. Choose a response strategy that reinforces the goals of the assignment. For example, if students are asked to keep a journal with the goal of stimulating reflection on the topic of study, correcting the grammar/spelling in these journal entries is not an appropriate response strategy, nor a good use of your time.

· Comments on drafts and trial-runs are more effective than extensive comments on finished papers. 

· When commenting, limit your comments by focusing on key criteria.  Try the “Rule of Three:” pick three, and only three, criteria to comment on.  Remember that too much comment can overwhelm students and may actually little good in the long run. Respond to what is relevant to the course and the assignment, and not to what is beyond the scope of the course.  Grammar and usage, for example, may well be beyond the scope of your course. 

· Use different ways to validate student work—Different strategies for writing comments on student writing are described in the handout titled “Choosing an Effective Response Strategy.”  But writing detailed comments on student assignments is just one way of responding-- there are many other, equally effective and less time-intensive ways to respond to student writing. 

· You can survey the papers, noting any themes or common weaknesses they contain, and then respond orally or in writing to the whole class.

· You can rate a student’s assignment as either a plus (= good), check (= adequate), or minus (= not adequate).  Or, if you’re grading, you can choose to give only a subset of all possible grades:  e.g., just 4.0, 3.7, 3.3,, etc. This saves you from having to distinguish a 3.1 from a 3.2 and is more analogous to an A/A-/B+/ system.

·  You can record low-stakes writing as simply done or not done, and ask students to turn these assignments in again as part of an end-of-quarter portfolio, at which point you can respond to their whole body of work, or to the connections you see between the low-stakes and high-stakes writing they have done.

· Peer response.  Note that students often need guidance in order to be able to offer peers constructive feedback.  For an excellent introduction to peer review and some sample feedback forms, see: http://mwp01.mwp.hawaii.edu/resources/wm7.htm
· As a TA, it is important to communicate with the instructor and with any other TAs associated with the course and agree on the response method(s) you will use.  For graded assignments, you might want to begin the grading process together, so you can discuss borderline cases and develop a shared understanding of how you will apply the grading criteria.  Sometimes it is useful to have two instructors grade the same paper, compare their grades, and discuss any differences, repeating this process until the grading practices of all the instructors are calibrated to one another.  This saves time in the long run, preventing complaints and ensuring consistency.

· Before writing any comments at all, read through a handful of papers from a set to see the range of what students have been able to do.  
· Use pencil.  Red ink is off-putting to students, and hard to change, if you write the wrong thing.
Making the most of your time and energy:

Communicate your expectations clearly!
1.  Supply grading criteria to students
· Why use explicit grading criteria?  
· It demystifies what is for many students is a very mysterious process.

· It enables instructors to read and respond to papers more easily and effectively.

· It promotes consistency of grading across sections taught by different instructors (but only if they discuss their interpretation/application of these criteria to actual student papers).

· Suggestions for developing criteria (Your instructor or fellow TAs may have a set of grading criteria they have found effective in the past.  If they do not, or if it requires adaptation for this assignment, here are some tips on how to develop explicit grading criteria):
· Review examples of other instructors’ grading criteria.  Note what you like and don’t like about these criteria.  Find one that is laid out in a way you like.  

· Limit yourself to the three or four most important components of a student paper that successfully completes the assignment you are grading.  For example, many instructors value “organization” or “effective use of evidence from course readings.”  If you’re stuck, you might consider: what three or four things do student responses to this assignment often lack?

· Be specific about what those components are.  What do you mean by “organization?”  How would you describe a paper that meets this criterion?  E.g., “Introduction to the essay clearly presents the point(s) to be made in the discussion.” Or “Sequencing of ideas within paragraphs and transitions between paragraphs make the writer’s points easy to follow.” 

· Decide how you will weight your criteria.  Given the goals of this assignment, is “organization” more important than “grammar and mechanics” or “correct use of course concepts and terms”? 

· How to use criteria with your students:
· Staple a criteria sheet to each student’s paper and indicate which criteria they have met and which they have not met.    You can make comments on this form or refer them to certain pages in the assignment where you’ve written additional comments.

· If possible, share your criteria with your students before they write, taking time to explain what you mean by each criterion (and, if possible, illustrating this discussion with excerpts from models.)

· Incorporate criteria into daily class work.  For example, you might have students evaluate a sample paper – or each other's papers – using the criteria.  You can also design lesson plans around a criterion (e.g. a fifteen minute activity on organization).
2.  Provide models of good and not-so-good papers: 

Different disciplines ask different things of their writers; students write best when instructors offer explanations and models of what good writing in the discipline looks like.  Share an example of a successful paper and of a typically unsuccessful one (ask the course instructor or previous TAs for these or write them yourself), along with an explanation as to what works and/or does not work for each. 
An explanation about WHY each example succeeds or fails is essential and may be offered in writing or orally, in class. Giving students model paper(s) is a good way to illustrate what your grading criteria mean.  Simply saying that one of your criteria is “logical progression of explanation or argument” is not as helpful to students as discussing a couple examples of explanatory sequences you consider more and less logical.  Students write better when they have opportunities to learn what you actually mean by each criterion. 
Plagiarism Prevention Strategies
Plagiarism has gotten a lot of press lately as a growing problem on university campuses.  And while you won't be able to prevent every student in your classes from plagiarizing, there are some strategies you can employ to help prevent it.  First, though, it's important to think about why students plagiarize.  Here are a few common reasons we see University of Washington students turn in plagiarized work:

· They don't understand what plagiarism is.  
· They have poor research skills.  
· They get desperate.  
· Grades have become the priority.  

Some strategies instructors have found effective for discouraging plagiarism:

1. Make the consequences of plagiarism clear to students.

· Put a plagiarism policy in your syllabus.  Here's one example from a literature class:

"Plagiarism is the representation of another's words or ideas as your own.  This can range from paraphrasing an author's idea without giving proper credit to buying a paper to turn in as your own.  I take plagiarism, and all other forms of academic dishonesty, very seriously.  I will investigate any suspicious contributions thoroughly and follow through with discipline according to school policy (which can range from academic probation to expulsion).  If your quarter is getting hectic and you don't see how you can finish an assignment without plagiarizing, come talk to me.  I would rather extend a deadline than have to report you."

· In the end, though, remember that most of your students have no intention of plagiarizing, so be careful of painting them all as potential plagiarists.
2.  Teach students how not to plagiarize. 
· Students often do not understand scholarly conventions for citation.  Take class time to ensure that students understand exactly what your discipline expects of them in terms of the use they make of other people’s work.  There are a number of good web resources for students now available.  Some examples:

Psychology Writing Center’s handouts:

http://depts.washington.edu/psywc/handouts.shtml
Citation Style Guides for Internet and Electronic Sources
http://www.library.ualberta.ca/guides/citation/index.cfm
3. Urge students to use Writing Center support.  
· Conversations with writing tutors can help them solve research and writing problems that might otherwise send them to internet paper mills.  Here's a list of UW writing centers: http://faculty.washington.edu/jwholmes/uwwrite.html
4. Design assignments that are hard to plagiarize.

· The best plagiarism prevention is a well-designed assignment.  For example, keep topics specific and focused – and find ways to modify them slightly each quarter.  Assign specific texts or case studies that are not widely discussed on the internet or other classes at the UW.  

· Also see Peter Elbow on assignment design:  http://www.ntlf.com/html/lib/bib/writing.htm
· If you do find yourself dealing with a plagiarized paper, talk with your supervising instructor or administrator about the appropriate steps to take.  
· See also the Faculty Resource on Grading at:   http://depts.washington.edu/grading/issue1/conduct.htm#address
Further Resources for Instructors:
· CIDR staff are available to consult on using writing as a teaching strategy. As with other services that CIDR provides, writing consultation is treated confidentially and is provided at no charge to the instructor or department. To schedule an appointment, email cidr@u.washington.edu
· Check out CIDR’s collection of tools for instructors who use writing:
http://depts.washington.edu/cidrweb/WritingTools.htm
These include our one-page tip sheets:

· Helping Student Writers Succeed  (CIDR Bulletin)  http://depts.washington.edu/cidrweb/Bulletin/Writing.html
· Helping Students Read Well  (CIDR Bulletin) http://depts.washington.edu/cidrweb/Bulletin/Reading.html
· The University of North Carolina’s Writing Center has many terrific, practical tools available on their website.  See: http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/
·  Annotated, discipline-specific bibliographies on writing across the curriculum http://www.uwm.edu/letsci/edison/wn.html
· Current writing requirements for UW undergraduates:

· Students in all UW schools and colleges must complete one 5-credit composition (C) course from a list that can be found at: http://www.washington.edu/students/ugrad/advising/ged/gedengl.html
· Students in the College of Arts & Sciences must complete two additional courses (designated by a W in the Time Schedule).   A table showing the writing requirements for students in other colleges may be found at: http://www.washington.edu/uaa/gateway/advising/degreeplanning/gebsrofuwsc.php
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