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A student author reads his writing aloud while other members of the group follow along with copies of his writing

Improving Writing in the Disciplines

In Writing Response
Groups students
share their writing
with peers who have
been instructed in
how to provide posi-
tive feedback, raise
questions, and sug-
gest improvements.

riting and the teaching of
writing have enjoyved much
attention from researchers in

recent years. Seminal studies, such as
those conducted by Emig, Perl, Som-
mers, Flower and Hayes, Graves, and
Calkins, have provided important in-
sights about writing. As a result, writ
ing is now viewed primarily as a recur
sive process, involving prewriting
(topic selection, audience and pur-
pose consideration, data gathering,
and organization), and drafting and
revision (looking again at the draft and
making appropriate changes in ideas
followed by editing for the surface
features of grammar, spelling, and
punctudtion )

The translation of these hndings
into classroom practice is in full swing
in this country. Inservice courses in
how to use the writing process ap
proach abound; teachers in disciplines
other than Englistvlanguage arts are
being encouraged to use it; curricu
lum guides are being adapted to em
phasize it; and texts are being rewrit
ten from its perspective

One of the most frequently suggest
ed strategies for helping students im
prove their writing and their use of the
writing process is the Writing Re
sponse Group: a form of cooperative
learning in which small groups of
student writers provide feedback on
the strengths and limitations of each
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other's writing during the revision
stage of the writing process

Plan Group Membership

In effective Writing Response Groups
teachers divide classes heteroge-
neously (Staton 1983, Johnson et al
1984), with two to five students in each
group This arrangement appears to
maximize tutorial and higher-order
thinking opportunities for students.
(Initial and short-term experiences
with the process seem to work best
with two or three members to each
group.)

Begin with a “Fishbowl™

Before  students  implement  the
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“Left to their own
devices, students
focus primarily, and
often solely, on
grammatical and
spelling errors,
ignoring content.”

response group process, it is essential
that they understand the correct pro-
cedure. A “fishbowl” demonstration in
which the teacher and three or four
prompted students role-play a session
and discuss the procedure is an excel-
lent way for students to begin.

Develop Focus Questions

Next, teachers should give the stu-
dents a focus for examining what they
have written. (Left to their own de-
vices, students focus primarily, and
often solely, on grammatical and spell-
ing errors, ignoring content. ) Students
cannot examine a piece of writing to

A writer listens as members of his group give PQP responses

make it perfecc or fnd all the
strengths and weaknesses; in order to
gain more than vague or superficial
feedback, they to focus on a
limited number of aspects of the writ-
ten piece. The teacher formulates fo-
cusing questions so that the group’s
discussion extends the instruction that
took place prior to drafting the writ-
ing. For example, suppose a group of
elementary students are bringing to
the Writing ponse Group drafts of
fables they have written. Before stu
dents wrote their drafts, their teacher
should have taught them about the
basic characteristics of a fable: c-
ters are usually animate or inan




objects in nature, they have human-
like personalities; their personalities
affect what happens in the story; and
the moral of the fable is directly relat-
ed to the plot. Focusing questions
could then be

® Are the main characters animals
or inanimate things in nature?

® Are the personalities of the char-
acters appropriate for what happens in
the story?

® Does the moral grow out of the
story?

For a secondary social studies class,
given the assignment to write a letter
to their congressperson explaining
why the legislative process should be

streamlined, the prewriting instruc-
tion and response group focus might
be:

® Did the lewter give at least three
convincing reasons for the necessity of
streamlining the legislative process?

® Are the reasons logically se-
quenced?

In a college teaching methods class,
given the assignment to plan an induc-
tively developed lesson, the prewrit-
ing instruction and focus might in-
clude:

®What are the “specifics’? The
“generalizations™? Are the “specifics”
sufficient for students to make this
generalization? Are the specifics ap-
propriate for the intended students?

This group process can also be used
for editing written material—o check
grammar, punctuation, and spelling—
but editing should come only after a
piece has been revised for content.
Readers cannot focus on ideas and
correctness concurrently (King 1985),
and work should be edited only after
the ideas are sausfactory to the writer.

Teach the Praise-Question-
Polish (PQP) Technique
Students need to be trained in re-
sponse group techniques. Each stu-
dent member takes a turn at being the
focused writer to which the other
group members respond. The writer
reads his or her work aloud, while the
responders listen. Ideally, the re-
sponders follow along using copies of
the writer's material. This oral reading
allows the reader to hear the material
in a different "voice" and to recognize
where changes would be appropriate
It also gives the responders an oppor-

Polish. Suggest specific improve-
ments without actually making the
changes for the author. ("I think vou
need to sav the hens went into the
building; otherwise the moral doesn't
make sense.”)

These PQP notes can be writen
directly on the responder’s copy of the
writing, although many teachers pre-
fer to have them on a separate sheet of
paper under the heading PQP to en-
sure attention to each type of feed-
back

Responders then share their PQP
comments orally with the writer. Writ-
ers are encouraged to be open-mind-
ed and to recognize that they have the

“Writers are
encouraged to be
open-minded and
to reco. e that
they have the option
of accepting or
rejecting the
suggestions.
Responders are
taught to give praise
first, followed by
question and
polish.”

tunity to hear the entire work

The author then examines the writ-
ing silently, while the responders
make notations in answer to the focus
questions, using the PQP form—
praise, question, polish (ASCD 1981).

Praise. What is good about the writ-
ing? What should not be changed? ("1
liked your use of two hens in vour
fable. You needed characters that were
not very smart.”)

Question. What do you not under- |
stand? (“Why did the hens go to the |
country frst?”")

Arrn. 1986




1986
NATIONAL SCHOOL
LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE

Some of the seminars at each site . . .

LAKE TAHOE, CALIFORNIA

® Discovering the Educational
Leader Within You: Contextual
Leadership in Action
Larry Chase, Ken Gill
June 16 - 20

® Brainworks: A Thinking
Approach to Student Achievement
Cynthia Rowe
July 7 - 11

® The Mental Edge
Paul Klein, Eric Oliver
July 21 - 25

WINTER PARK, COLORADO

® Creating the Climate for Change
Richard Foster, Cheryl Christensen
July 28 - August |

ATLANTA, GEORGIA

® Patterns for Thinking
James Bellanca
June 16 - 20

HONOLULU, HAWAII

® The Art of Cognitive Coaching:
Supervision for Intelligent Behavior
Arthur Costa, Robert Garmston
June 17 - July |

CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

® Quality Circles for Educators
Anne Kiefer
June 23 - 27

® Constructive Conflict Management
Rod Napier
July 14 - 18

® Motivating Experienced
School Personnel
Judy-Arin Krupp
July 21 - 25

RAQUETTE LAKE, NEW YORK

® Technology in the Schools: An
Effective and Humane Model
Elliott Masie
July 13 - 18

For Complete Information Contact:

lllinois Renewal Institute, Inc
500 S. Dwyer Avenue

Arlington Heights, IL 60005
(312) 870-4135 or 4136

option of accepting or rejecting the
suggestions. Responders are taught to
give praise first, followed by question
and polish. In this way positive rein-
forcement prepares students for con-
structive criticism. (Response groups
that do not use PQP seem to give
polish suggestions and neglect the
praise element.) At the conclusion of
the session, the writer receives these
notes for use during revision time.

This PQP method feeds the cooper-
ative learning atmosphere of the Writ-
ing Response Group, combining posi-
tive reinforcement and constructive
criticism. It tells the writer what is
good, what should be kept, and what is
unclear to the reader while also pro-
viding specific suggestions for improv-
ing the piece without appropriating
the writing.

There are benefits both for writers,
who gain feedback, and for responders,
who sharpen their analytical/critical
skills. Comments about the Writing Re-
sponse Group testify to its effectiveness

® | wish we would do more PQP. |
like hearing what others have to say
about my story. (Of course, 1 don't
always change everything they say.)
And 1 get ideas about how to write in
different ways when I hear my friends’
stories” (Brooke, grade 3).

"'l worked and worked on that
paragraph and felt pretty good about
it. I feel even benter now that my group
told me what they liked and helped
me come up with a better ending”
(Debbie, grade 8).

® “Writing Response Groups are
very helpful because. . 'fresh eyes’ are
better than ‘old eyes’. . . . the writer has
scen the piece too much and doesn't
see problems” (Keith, grade 12).

® “The most helpful part of the
group was that they supplied me with
the boost I needed by showing me that
they thought my ideas were very good.
They gave me the confidence that |
needed because [ was not sure wheth-
er I had completed the task to the full
extent needed” (David, college junior).

® °| have seen a great improvement
in the quality of writing since we have
begun using PQP in response groups.
I feel that there are two reasons for
this: one, students are initially more

motivated to write well when they
anticipate peer response; two, stu-
dents are helping one another analyze
their content, organization, and
expression, and as a result major revi-
sions are made before the final draft is
completed” (high school special edu-
cation teacher). O
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