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ABSTRACT

In order to find out what a three-member peer group
in freshman composition was discussing during their meetings and
how—--if at ali--they talked about writing, their conversations about
their first drafts for the class were taped and analyzed. Analysis
showed that in addition to discussion of their drafts (text talk) and
social chat (off-task talk), the students also talked about the
assignment, group procedures, and feedback (mataresponse). Of the
five categories (text, assignment, metaresponse, procedures, and
of f-task), metaresponse revealed the most about what the students
were and were not doing in the group. It gave them a way to vent
frustration, express confusion, and negotiate new ways of
interacting, while providing feedback for the teacher. Analysis
showed that more inservice training in reading, responding, and using
feedback to revise would have been helpful, and pointed to the
problems caused by using teacher-generated assignments in a workshop
that was supposed to be collaboratively run. Perhaps mogt
importantly, £indings iadicated that when students are giver some
instruction in reading and responding to one another's drafts, they
may spend time discussing the complexity of reading and writing, Peer
writing instruction provides group members with the opportunity to
discover and discuss the difficulties of composing, reading,
responding, and revising. (DF)
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Most research to cdate om peer giooup writing instruction falls
irtc twl caragories: the tnecretical which has posed hypotheseses
aoout t-e value ¥ zeer group talk (Bruffee 1973, Elbow 1981) andg
e excerimental studies which have compared collaborative and
tragditicnal approaches to writing irnstruction (Clifford 1977, Fox
1328C).  Tere is, nowever, a third category of research, the
euprrical studies, which have described the actual talk of peer
~ratav2 OroouD metisers, Researchers 1n this third category, such as
Dan.s (1280 and Zere (1982), tesi claims about the berefits
<" neer acating instruction by studying transcripts of peer group
taik anc/re studert crafte.

My wwrni reszarct, a study of the talk of one three-member peer
S tonpy falls anto the third category. The peer group members, who
<LiE St .leaiw i Cne Ot my freshman composition classes, taped all
wf theilr conversat.ons about their first drafts and I transcribed
Aang analyzed the telw 1n order to find cut what they were discussing
curiny their meetings and how, 1f at all, they talked about writ-
110, The 1rutial category system, & bi-polar schema of Text talk
and Off-Task talk, was amplified to refiect the themes that emerged
during analysis of the transcribed talk (Barrnes & Todd, 1977). The
students, Arnn, Pascaie and Mark, did not simply divide their time
netween discussion of their drafts on the orne hand (Text) and socceial
chat on the other (Off-Task); they also talked about the Assi1grnment,
aosut rocedures, or nuts and bolts of marnaging the group, and about
the feedoack 1tself, what I call Metarespaonse. These five types of

talk—-Text, Assigrment, Meta-response, Procedures and Off-Task——make
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up the content categomimres =f the cading system. Each of these
categories appears belaw with the percentage of total peer group

talk it represerted.

CONTENT CATEGORIES:

Text S3%
Assigriment 16%
Procedures 12%
Yet a~respounse 114
Off—-"ashv 2%

Of all tre %ypes of talk appearing in the trarnscripts, Meta-
respon=e was the most revealing of what the students were and were
ot Gorag o yn the g-owp. I will foeus on this category in order to
Ciscuss aspects of the peer group interaction which first surprised
tey thier disturoes me and now encourage me. Meta-response 1s talk
about responding. I¢ 1ncludes: 1) commentary about a particular
recponse cffered oy a reader; &) discussion of the way the conversa-
Lion seems ta the sarticipants to be progressing and; 3) a colliec—
tive sorting out of tne way the talk should be progressing according
to the students' percept.ions of the teacher’s agenda o of good
feedoac~. Meta-response was surprising becauwse I had not anticipat-—
ed that the stugents, 1n practically every meeting, would spend
tine, as do matures writers and collaborators, guesticoning and
examirning what they were doing. Meta-response was at once the most

grati1fying and unne~ving talk to read; 1t demonstrated that tne
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students were actually consulting one arncther about the group?s

activities and collaborating about how to proceed, but 1t alse
cenonsirated that they were confusea abcut the purpose of the
respondlnag, about the reader’s rale and about the instructiaons they
had received from Zhe teacher. The excerpts in Apperdices one and
twa sllustrate bot= thne gratifying and urrerving quality of Metares—
ponse. The first excerpt (Appendix crne) is from the end of a

S88% 100 Juriag whicn Pasecale and Mark were respondivg to one of
Arn's c-afiz. The beacher-gererated assigrment had been to chocse a
Jiaiding wr rooh ard to speculate about the architect’s intentiaons
in cesigrang it. T bhis excerpt, Ann elicits some more feedback
Foam ner ceaders: "So youw think it's alright o what?"  Mark and
Aascale then reass.~e Arn that it’s alright: "Sure it’s alright."

"1 duwve Wt " "IS's very rnice." Then Pascale, reflecting on the
uanger of receivirg glubal praise from orne's peers, comments an the
reednac« she anu dark have just offered: "That's what they used to
2 b ome last year...l'c read my thing and they’c say, ‘Oh, 1t’s
graat.’ IMd get li1te a "RB'" Arnn, who feels frustrated by the
feedback she receive?, agrees with Pascale’s assessment of the
sanger of receiving praise. She seem= to warnt her peers ta provide
more critical feedbac« which she could use in revising her draft
vefure turrmnyg it 1n for evaluation: "That's why I'm always
prompting...That's why I'm saying, 'Come or.?" Mark, who has
already suggested to Ann that she acd anctner paragrapn about her
feelings towards the room she 1s deseribing, protests that he has

gone s gob of giving adequate feedback: "Didn’t I tell you? DPut
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i wy two cents.” Arnn then conceces that she has takern his feedback
bt accooants "Ny o yon did, That’s good. I have to put arwcther
paragrapn about that." And Mark arc Pascale agairn reassure Arm that
ner pacer 1s good, Mark through global praise: "It's good. It's

nice, arnd Pascale by pointing out that Arm has followed the

assigrmeat guidelirnes: "Yeah. I think you put the architect's
intene asEre: ‘Desaigrned to assist the professor in teaching, the
arcinttect has made this classroom to ressemble a little theater.'"
Rrr*s tore of resignation at the end of this session suggests that
sre 1s cissatisfied with the feedback she received. This episcde of
Meta-response demonstrates that: 1) while the writer was displeased
with her readers’ ~espances she did not krnow how to elicit the type
7 Teedback she warted; &) the readers were most comfortable ei1ther
givaing global praise or making saggesticons for revision based on
thelr awrn stylistic preferences and; 3) the writer and readers
‘ecugniced the inadequacy of tne feedback beirng offered, yet were
not sufficiently trained to extend their repetolre of responses. As
the teacher/researcher I was sleased that the students ackrnowledged
that feecback does rot necessarily conmsiet only of praise and of
suyyestions for revision, but I also roted that they had rniot
recer1ved encugh anstraction in eliciting and experimenting with
acdrtriomal forms of response, such as paraphrasing and guestioning.

The second episode of Meta-response (Rppendix twa) reveals even
nore aboat the stucents confusion about: their roles 1n the grouog
the criteria 2f good feedback; the i1mpact of tne assigrnment an

wrriting and responding; and the rale of feedback 1n revisiom. The
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

w

confasion, thoug-, seems to be pasitives; it pushes the students to
come txn terms wits complex i1ssues related to writing, responding,
AnG ravising. Pascale is the writer 1n this excerpt. The assign-—
nent 15 the same as that 1n the first example. Just before thas
episoce of extenced Metarespornse, Mark has been sugpesting that
asca.e add wore personal informatiz« wnile Ann has peen saying that
the 1ntimacy of Fascale’s description of the family room 1 her
avuse s net aporocpriate for the assigrment. The apparent contra-—
ciction betweer her readers'! feeabacx leads Pascale to comment:
"Wart & second. But 1t seems like you're saing oppasite things.
—1lee yoa're saying, 'Be more architecturaily-minded,’ and you!re
saying, Be more cersonal.’"  Mark then raises questions (and this
begins the excerpt in Appendix two) aobout the criteria they are

asing to ~espond to Qasc

P

le's draft: “Let me ask you this: what were
yau luoking for”  Cike how well she fulfills the assigrnment? Like
w at’s tre criterax welre looking for” Cause scmetimes 1t beccmes a
itttle hazy. +uw we would write 1t 1f we were doing 1t?  How well
L@ dencCrlIes T oW well sne deals with the assigrment?" Mark 1s
Erying to estaslish what role the assigrment should play 1n respond-—
iny and Lo exniore the prssibility of gaving feedback that 1s
wnflaenced only Dy the reading of the writer’s draft: “"Sheauld it
be.. .1t should be just like a gut reaction to tne paper; this is
what we hear, this 1s how we feel, right? Take it or leave 1t,
v1ght” Ttat's how 1t should be.” Ry raising these cuesticns, Mark
gets Ann to reflect orn the passibil: .1at sne was relying saolely

on her awn interpretation of the assag.ment to respond to Pascale’s
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draft: "I'm scrry 1f I scund like I'm saying how I want it to be."
She begins to consider other criteria of respanse: "It's Just what I
dor’t think 1s right...what scunds...what doesn’t sound like it
beloangs to me." While Arm and Mark are negogiating alternative ways
=f giving feedback, Pascale raises ancther issue: how to use both
teacher guidelines and peer feedback to write and revise: “...when I
was wrriting this I was wondering what she wanted, 0.K.? Cause the
iast paper I wrote, 0.K. - if you remember this - I interpreted
very, very strictly from the Paper A for metaphor. Arnd you both
saad, '0Oh, you have to be more perscmal about 1t.? So I do this
paper anc I get personal and then youw're like, you Krow..."

Rascale 1s really talking about cwnersnip of text. That 18, what
guides my choices as a writer: the teacher, my peers or me? Mark
then tells Pascale that no matter what her readers advise during a
feedback session, the decisiwn of how te revise is her cwn: "It's
Jreat like supggestions for...cause yours 1s the final draft." And
Arnn reminds Pascale that while there are teacher-gerercted assign-
rent yguadelines,; these may be interpreted loosely: "...because she
says, [she being the teacherl] ‘Well, Just take my basic idea.’ And
thien you carn do anything about 1t."

While these difficult problems related to interpreting the
assigrment, writing a first draft, giving and receiving peer
response and revising are nat solved during this episcde of Meta-
response, they are 1identified as problens and then ciscussad. There

is an implicit recognition of the complexity aof the i1ssues and of

the activities of writing and responding.
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Meta-response, however, does not only function as a way for the
students to vent their frustration, express their confusion and
negagiate rew ways of i1nteracting; it is also a feedback system for
the teacher, By studying what fvn, Pascale arnd Mark had to say
abaut peer and teacner feedback, 1t was possible to see what might
~ave oeen dore to defirne their roles and the purpose of the activi-
ties more clearly. It seems abvious 1n retrospect that while there
was pernaps sufficient preliminary trairing i1n reading and respond-
1ng critically to drafts, there should have been more on—-going
traimng onee the students were 1n their groups and runrning 1ntc
cifficulty. That 1s, while the instructicon was strong in pre-
service training, 1t was weaw 1n in Service. And as those i1nvolved
in teache~ trainirg have discovered, we carnot expect new ways of
interracting, wiiet-er they be teacher/student or student/student, to
he learrned and i1mplemented after only a tew workshops.

Rside from the finding that more i1n-service training in
mreading, »esponding and using feedback to revise might have been
nelpful, the study also pointed to the problem of using teacner-
generated assigrmerts 1in a writing workshoap which 1s supposed to be
collaboratively-rur.  Havaing th2 teacher's assigrment as a guide to
their writing led the students to come to the peer group meetings
with a great deal =f i1nvestment 1n a particular way of fulfilling
the shared assigrmernt. This i1nvestment seems to have gotten i1n the
way of attendivig to and accepting the other writers'! choices.
Pascale®s Meta-respornse towards the end of the secona excerpt, and

ather vimilar comments throughout the trarnseripts, about the
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cifficulty of reconciling the teacher’s assigrment, peer feedback
and he~ awn intentions suggest that I cught to have either invited
the students to cdevelop their cwn 1ndividual assignments, thus
elininatiny the +*igh degree of pricr expectation with which the
dgrafts were received, or that there should have beeri demcnstraticns
of [ow cne common assigrment can lead to many different and equally
valid interpretaticns.

Sz muech for the disturbing but instructive feedback abaut my
teachirg provided by Meta-reporse. This type of talk is also very
evicouraging. It demonstrates that when students are given some
instructiarn in reading and responding to cne ancthers'! drafts, they
may spend time doirng what we do: that 15, discussing the complexity
af writing end reading. The questions my students asked ocre another
were the same as thase we asw o colleagues: What is the Tuncticon
of ar assignment” (Schuster, 1984); What are the craiteria of goad
feedback” (2lbow, 1981); How much of reader respornse should be
devoted to praise, fo suggestions for revision and to questions
aoout mearing? (Healy, 1980, Carricell:i 1980)3 How carn a reader
approach a text with few preconcepticons of how 1t ought to be
wraitten? (Branrncn & Yroblauch, 1985); How car feedback be used to
mevise? (Odell & Ccoch.ock, 1397%5). Meta-resporse shows that these
~esearch questiors acre the domair rod only of teachers of composi-
tiong out also of the students. Peer writing i1nstruction pravides
Jraop wembers the oupmrtunity to discover ard discuss the ai1ffi-

culties of composing, reading, responding and revising. This 1s cne
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Renesch, Appendix One

Meta-respotise, Arn’s Draft, Example #1:

Arn: So, you think 1t’s alright or what?
Marx: Sure 1t’s alright.
Pascale: I laove it.

Mark: It’s very nice.

Pascale: That’s whet they used to do to me last year. META-RESPONSE
Arm: That’s why I'm always prompting. META-RESPONSE

Pascale: I’d read my tning and they'd say, "Oh, it's great." 1I'd
get like a B. META-RESPONSE

Arn: That’s why I'm saying, "Come on." META-RESPONSE

Mark: Didn’t I tell you? Put in my two ceri"s. META-RESDONSE

Arm: No, you did. That’s good. META-RESPONSE
I should put ancther paragraph about that.

Mart.: It's pgood. It's nice.
Rascale: Yeah. I thi

bR 1]
nere: Designed to &535
has made this classrow

nk you put the architect’s i1ntent
15t the professor in teaching, the architect
am to resemble a little theater."

Brn: (resignedly) Yeah, O0.K. Alright, rext.
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Benesch, Appendix Two

Metaresponse, Pascale’s Draft, Example #&:

Mark: Let me ask you this: what were you looking for? Like how well
she fulfills the assignment? Like what’s the ecriteria we're looking

for? Cause sometimes it becomes a little hazy. How we would write
1t 1f we were doing it?

Arins:  No, First about a room or a building and -

Mark: How well she describes or how well she deals with the
assigrnment?

Arm: Right. And like it says, what the elemernts commuriicate to
yoit, But otherwise I guess you can go off on any tangent you want.
I"m sarry 1f I scund like I'm saying how I want it to be.

Pascale: No, no, na.

Arm: It’s just what I don’t thirnk 1s right...what sourds...what
doesn’t sound like it belongs to me.

Mark: Should it be...1t should be just like a gut reaction to the
papers; this is what we hear, this is how we feel, right? Take it or
leave 1t, right? That's bow it should be.

Pascale: No, listen. Trkere®’s one thing, thouwgh -
Arri: Right, I don’t want anyore feeling bad.

Pascale: No, I'm riat feeling bad at all. As a matter of fact, when
I was writing this I was wandering what she wanted, 0.K.? Cause the
last paper I wrote, O.K. - if you remember this - I interpreted very
strictly from the Paper A for metaphor. And you both said, "0Oh you
have to be more personal about 1t." So I do this paper and I get
personal and thern you're like, you kriow. So, you krnow, I Just -

Mark: No, na, it’s alright. You say, "You have to be , yau have tw
be..."” 1It’s just like suggestiazns for...cause yours is the final -

Pascale: Yeah.

Arm: No, because she says, "Well, just take my basic i1dea." And
then you can do anythiwg about it. Smy, I don’t know.




