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ARSTRACT _ o D
. A coliege expositéry writing instructor invescigated

. how studants perceive tescher iatervention during the writing process
and how written teacher cemments affect successive drafts of studeat

congesitiasns. During the semester,. four studeats were asked to react

Sk tape te the comments the iastructer wrete on the secead drafts of

their compesitions and then te use these comments to write a final

draft of their papars. The comments were istended to stimulate
revisions that would impreve the quality of the texts. Nowever, in
many cases, thers were fov changes and the major effect of the )

CoOnnts was te ZZeste dissenance in the studesnts’ minds between

* their percejptions of what they had writtes and the teacher's
porceptions as a reader of the texts. The studonts responded to this

» dissenante in a variety of ways: ose attespted to resolve i by '

T . tryimg 'to felluv the suggestions, seme attempted to défend what they
bad written, while others aveided dealing with the comments by
dealeting the sentence, werd, er section of th: text is. question.
Theie responses indicated that icexperienz9d writers do mot have the
strafegias with wvhich te resolva the disserance such tsacher comments

° creste, It teacher cemments are to bu helpful, they should not only
isdicate the problems a reader is having with a text, but also
suggest strategies to help the student ¥riter solwe these problems.
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what She Thought T Said: How-Students.Misperceive ;jf’“*f“*ﬂ*W"““M‘

Teachers'® Written Comments - .

By Ndina D. Z24v - —— — — T

e : \

Faper presented at the annual Conference on Colleye Composition
and Communication, San Franeisco, Ca’ifornia March 19, 1982

: . |
Most‘teachers conéider writteq pommentary to 5@ one of
)\\< the test ways of helping stud;nts to improve their writing )
perférmanca. 1In the past, teachefs usually confined
o v// their comments to the final drafts of student papers;
ﬁoweveq,.wiﬁh the new emphasis in writing instruction on
.nrocéss ¥nstead of product, they are berinning to inter-
vene during the draft p"oness. While studiés indicate |
, that teacher intervention 1s helpful (Buxton, 1958; Kelley,
i@ba. Beach, 1979; King, 1980), researchers have not
. . invhstiéated how students verceive teacher comments or.
//7?;:////_ row sovecific teacher comments‘affecf succegsive drafts
1 of student cpmpasitions. . )
:\’_gecently, i conducted a research pro?éct on teacher
intervention during the draft process. Linda, Mark,
A Vipcent, and Joann, the participants in the project, were
studénts in my Expositor& Writings class at New York

~ : Iy
Hniversitv. ‘During. the semester, I asked these students

to react on tapé tc the comments which I wrote on the ;fa

second drafts of their compositioné.and then to usé'my

‘comments to write final drafts of their papers. - In

addition, I interviewed the participants at the besrinping \
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and end of the seé@ster about their experience§ with

teacher intervention durinz and after the writing process.

T Although the oW ral .focus of my study was on how my

" students used teacher: comments to revise their pépers,

as I analyzed the data I became aware of tbe complexities

of commentinz on student writing. . ¢,

.

My purpose in writing comments was to stimulate my

students to make revxsfons which would improve the

<

- quality of their‘texte. However, when I looked at their

responses to my comments and at their final drafts, I

‘.

saw that in many cases, there were few changes; indeed,

3

the major effect my epmments had was to create Aissonance

in my students? miﬁds-between‘theié perceptions of what

they had written and my percebt}ons as & reader of these

texts.

‘ fhe students responded to this diseonance in a

‘ variety of ways. Sometimes, they wouid'attempt to resolve

‘ it. For example, in one paper (Nark discussed his iypessions

% * of St. John's Collere in _Annapolis, Maryland. Ee began
ry descrihing_his trip to the celle?e and then wrote a
few sentencee about how small the collere was compared to
NYU. The next paragraph wab concerned with the friendli-

_-w-——f~—ﬂ-w~ne§e“af the students at St. John's and in His last para- i

?raph, he. described in detail one of the students whom

.he had met there.. He then concluded his essay by wrtting

"This all goes to show you what you miss if you commute

to your college.®
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" While the various 1nc1dents Mark had presented were.
interestinp, there was no central theme which cﬁnneﬂted

them' to each other. Rather,_;hezpaper appeared to be a
. r .

series of random thoughts about the collepe which Mark
‘had jotted d\«\ In my final comment I pointed out
’this lack of focus\tg him.by bracketiny the 1ast sentence
"This alL‘Eoes to show you what you miss 1f you commute
/Eg/your college and asking him "Is this the central

idea of your paper?" My comment then continuedi'

Or is ¢t contrast between\NYU and St. John's the -

focus?(hi\gnjoyed this essay because I knew people |

who went tb St. John's. After reading it again
thoueh, I'm still not sure of the point of the
paper. )

- /

Mark's response to my comment was :?
Okay. I'm zlad you pointed it out. You wrote
that you didn't know what the' main theme was.

It's a general comment about what to do. - You
asked me whether it was the last sentence or not

.. 80 I'mpong to try-to find out what I was trving -

¢« Yo say.s I puess I really wasn't too sure. I'm

Foing to try to put in an idea in the final draft,-

‘

and in final draft, he attempted to "put-in an idea™

.;y adding the sentence "I will try to describe his

collere to you because I think his college has some very '
unique features as well as one common one" to the first
paragraph and by substitutinz the sentence "I hope you

enjoyed the account of my journey ‘to my friends college

PR

.as much as I enjoyed going" for the/?;nal sentence of

the essay. From Mark's reactions to my comments and his

subsequerit actions on his next draft, it was\clear that




‘mmy comment ‘had helped Mark realize that I was having ‘
trouble perceiving the thematic intentions of his text! "

however, because he | was ‘an inexpenienced reviser he did
not kydw how to make chanres* that would give his essay

the focus it needed. . ~ AR

In some cases, students .reacted to the dissonance by,

¥ . - - SR S —.

defendinp what ‘they had written. Thus in a paper on frisbee

playinz, Mark kept switching from an objective description

of frisbee playing to a discussion of nis rersonal in-

volvement in the sport. As a reader, I found that the

ordep‘of the paper was confusing so I conmented\'Do you o . ¥
< ' think the organization of the essay is stafisfactory?*

intending that he group his facts about frisbee playing

toeether and then talk about his own experiences as a

frisbee player. Mark did not see anythin? wrong with

«

what he had written:

" You asked me "Do you think the organizatidn of .
the essay is satisfactory9' It's not as organtzed

as it could be but it's in fairly good order,
and 4n bhis final draft, he did not nake any structural

7/

"chanees in his essay.

Finally, there were times_when studéntQ\avoided dealinp

with my comments by deleting the sentence, word, or

séction‘of the text in question. For ekample, in a paper

v

+ "on his experiences as a track runner, Vincent wrote the

“ - A
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following sentence°">;knd 1ast1y,‘I had three oid;;\~*’
sisters who never played -any spcry, so if anythinﬂ they
" were a negative sports influence.* I thought that the
sentence was URgiear because of the phrase *they were

a nerative sportgninfluence' s6 I commentpd.'ﬁewrite

. 1
this sentence® intending that.Vincent delete the phrase
7 and substitute *They had a negative influence on my
interest in sports® or some other equivalent phrase. For
- Vingcent, my comment wa frﬁstrating: .
" I really don't see what's wrong with it. Uh, the
commeént doesn't say whether it's awkward or
whether it's too lonz or something...Uh, sometimes
wher ‘you have "rewrite the senténce® I zet
frustrated and I just delwte’ it which: isi't the

best thipe to do but that's what I do sometimes.
I leave it out

'
-and in the final draft, he deleted the seﬁéénce.-

- In her study on revision, Sommers (1.980) found that'
inexp;riéncéd revisers do not make major revisions be-
cause'they do not sense ' any dissonance between their
intentions and the execution of theése intentions in
their texts. Yet my interaction with inexperienced
Trevisers shows that creating such dissonance in thé
minds of these writers is not éroush hbecause they do
“not have the §€bé€ééiés with which to resolve it.

If teacher comments are to be helpful, then thei
should not only indicate the problems a reader is havinp

with a text .but should also suggest strategies which

.




would help the student writer solve these problemg. For ... ° S—

s

~ In response to Mark's problem with the organization of

' rearrangement, deletion, subsqitution,xor aldition in

- of the kinds or~responsps which I believe will ¢help

example, in order to help Mark fond a theme for his
raper,.a teacher might sugrest .

Mark-You have described several incidents in .
this paper ahout your trip to St. John's. However
there is no ‘central theme connectinz them to each
other. Preewriting About ‘your trip-ms&y help vou
to discover what you are trying to say.

-
s

His essay. on frisbee giay;ng, a teacher mighg comment :,

Mark+the erganization of the essay is confusing
because you keep switching Back and forth from

a description of frisbee Flaylng to a.discussign
of your personal inynlvement in the sport. Try
rearranging the pafagraphs so ‘that the reader gets

a clear picture of whikl the game of frisbee is.
Then go on. tdé discuss-your personsl involvement

_with it.
On the lexical .level, teabher3~m§ght comment on a student's
xor&.choiceubyalieting'alterna&ivé word choices for the
ones a student has written while on fhe senf?nt;al level,
teachers might suggest using the fé&isgpn strategies of

fm

order to make a sentence less awkWard or clearer to the

D _
reader. Thus in order to help Vincent with his sentence .

a teacher might write:
Vincent- I'm not sure what you mean, by “"negative
sports influence." You might try.substituting
a phrase which would clarify what your sisters
had a negative influence on. A

The comments I have just mentioned are prototypes

inexperienced revisers to rewrite their papers. When




___mm_;ﬁ;f+—s$udents~hecomEJmoré“éiﬁér1enced at revi§16ﬁi it might

be sufficent to write “abbreviated® comments such as
"Awkward," "You've no central theme in this paper, " and' o
'confusint;' because presumably students will have a

repertoire of revision stéateries they can use to .5olve

the problems in their texts.’

. My findings sumgest that the comments teachers have

been writine have not Been helpful to student writers. . *
Since commenting is one of the most important activities

that composition teachers engage in, more research neefs,

to be done in the cldssroom to test the manﬁer‘of responding

I have sugrested and other kinds of responses 86 that a‘

lanruare of commenting can be developed wh{ch all teachers

]
‘can yse ir. their classroom, '1
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