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How to

Make writing part of a course

✤ without sacrificing content

Offer students useful feedback as writers

✤ without being overwhelmed by the paperload



Plan

Two principles

✤ Make writing visible

✤ Define real writing tasks

Weaving writing into a course

Responding efficiently and effectively



But first . . .

What not to teach

✤ grammar

✤ mechanics

✤ composition

What to teach

✤ the writing you do as a professional



Two principles

Make writing visible

✤ professional texts

✤ student texts

Define real writing tasks



Make professional writing visible

Not only textbooks, but books and journals in your field

Primary and secondary texts

Proposals, conference papers, posters, reports, reviews, etc. 

Your own work-in-progress



Make student writing visible

Responses to readings

Workshops and seminars

Blogs, websites, Twitter, etc.

Panels, posters, arcades, etc.
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The texts  
on the table

Professional texts 

✤ change what you teach

Student texts 

✤ change how you teach



Define real writing tasks

Make a quick list of the kinds of writing you’ve done as 
a professional over the past two years.

Mark those writing tasks on your list that you can 
imagine assigning to students. 

Pick one or two tasks that you haven’t yet asked  
students to do. What would they need to learn about 
your field in order to do those tasks?



Weaving writing into a course

Plan backwards from writing projects

Distinguish between drafting, revising, and editing

Build in time for the work of writing
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Planning 
backwards

What do you want 
students to learn how to 
do as writers?
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An example
Designing a writing-
intensive seminar on 
Writing and Social Class



Writing projects

✤ W1: Analyze how an author represents working-class 
or middle-class characters and situations

✤ W2: Reflect on your own class position, using texts 
from your everyday life



1 8

2 9

3 10

4 11

5 12

6 13

7 14

BREAK EXAMS

Planning backwards



1 Intro 8

2 9

3 10

4 11

5 12

6 13

7 14 Presentations

BREAK EXAMS

Planning backwards



1 Intro 8

2 9

3 10

4 11

5 12

6 13 W2 (Final)

7 W1 (Final) 14 Presentations

BREAK EXAMS

Final projects



Drafting, revising, editing

Draft

✤ Full, demo version of piece—more than notes, plans, or outline

✤ Ready for response from readers, but open to change and development

Revise

✤ Rethinks or develops a draft

✤ Changes are global, connected 

Edit

✤ Refines a draft for publication

✤ Changes are local, discrete



1 Intro 8

2 9 W2 Proposal

3 10 W2 (1st draft)

4 W1 (1st draft) 11

5 12 W2 (2nd draft) 

6 W1 (2nd draft) 13 W2 (Final)

7 W1 (Final) 14 Presentations

BREAK EXAMS

Drafts and revisions



1 Intro 8

2 9 W2 Proposal Confs

3 10 W2 (1st draft)

4 W1 (1st draft) 11

5 12 W2 (2nd draft)  Wkshp

6 W1 (2nd draft)  Wkshp 13 W2 (Final)

7 W1 (Final) 14 Presentations

BREAK EXAMS

Working with student writing



1 Intro 8 R6

2 R1 9 W2 Proposal Confs

3 R2 10 W2 (1st draft)       R7

4 W1 (1st draft)           R3 11 R8

5 R4 12 W2 (2nd draft)  Wkshp

6 W1 (2nd draft)  Wkshp 13 W2 (Final)

7 R5 14 Presentations

BREAK EXAMS

Readings



Build in time for writing

Make sure students get plenty of feedback, from 
various readers, and time to consider and use it

Discuss student writing in class



Distinguish between responding 
and grading
Responding

✤ Advise

✤ Early

✤ Formative

✤ Long 

Grading

✤ Assess

✤ Late

✤ Evaluative

✤ Short



Responding toward revision

Respond to writer rather than comment on text

Address global before local concerns

Phrase advice as opening thoughts rather than final 
statements



Writing Responses to Work in Progress 

Joseph Harris | University of Delaware 

 

jdharris57@gmail.com | @joeharris_ud 

 

In writing a response to an early draft of a piece, your aim should be to offer its writer help in 
thinking about the direction of their project. That is, you will want to offer not advice about 
local matters of phrasing or editing, but feedback about more global issues of aim, tone, and 
structure. What is the writer trying to accomplish? What do they do well? What kinds of work 
do they need to do next in order to make this a more interesting or compelling piece? What 
needs to be added? cut? reworked? rethought? 

In responding to the work of the other members of your writing group, then, think of your role 
as that of a friendly yet attentive reader who is helping them develop their essays for a wider 
readership.  In practical terms, your written comments on a piece should be in two parts. Start 
with a brief note to the writer in which you: 

§ State what you see as the aim of the piece. 

§ Note what works well so far. Point to moments in the draft that strike you as 
particularly interesting, provoking, well-argued, nicely illustrated, or the like. 

§ Suggest one or two ways in which the writer might develop, extend, refine, or rethink 
their essay. This is not a time to offer advice on editing, proofreading, or other matters 
of style and correctness. Try instead to point to the kinds of work the writer most 
needs to do to take their piece to the next level. 

§ Address the writer by name and sign yours. 

Then,go back through the piece in order to locate two or three specific points (no more!) 
where you think the writer might usefully do the kind of work in revision that you’ve suggested. 
Comment in a sentence or two on each of these points. (You can use the Insert Comments 
function in Word.) Connect these local comments to your opening note. 

These written comments will serve as the starting point for your responses to the author in 
workshop. So you don’t have to put everything you want to say about the piece in writing, but 
you will want to emphasize what you feel is the most important and urgent advice you have to 
offer. Try to give the author the kind of help you hope to get with your own writing. 



Vary how you respond to student 
writing

Checks

Progress notes

Conferences

Emails

“Post-It” grades

Writing Center



Discuss student writing in class

Conferences

Studio

Small groups (workshop)

Whole class (seminar)



A possible sequence

✤ First draft

Teacher comments toward revision

✤ Second draft

Students read and comment on drafts in workshop

✤ Revising plan

Teacher responds

✤ Third draft

Teacher grades















Grading

Make sure your criteria express what you value in writing

Use a simple and quick form; avoid complicated rubrics

Don’t over-explain; you are making a decision, not offering 
advice



Grades|English 110 
Professor Joseph Harris 

Author 

 

Tit le 

 

Criteria Score 

Project 

Have you set an ambitious goal for your piece? Have you developed an interesting 
line of thought in it? 

√  

Materials 

Have you accurately and generously represented the work of others? Have you fully 
described events and experiences? Have you made a strong use of the texts and 
experiences you discuss?  

√  

Voice 

Is your prose clear and imaginative?  Does your writing sound like you? 

√  

Professionalism 

Have you carefully edited and proofread your prose? Have you clearly cited the 
texts you discuss? Have you thoughtfully designed your document? 

√  

Grade B 

Comments 

Dear Student, 

Here are some brief comments on your finished piece. 

~Joe 

 

 

√+ Excellent 

√  Good 

√– Weak 

∅  Unacceptable 



 
How to Read This Form 
 
I draw on the first three criteria (Project, Materials, Voice) in determining the baseline grade 
(A, B, C, D) of an essay. Good work (√s) in all three categories usually earns a B, although 
an essay may still be judged a B with a single √– or √+. Excellent work (two or more √+s) 
usually merits an A, while weaker work (two or more √–s, one or more ∅s) will only earn 
a C or D. 

To put all this another way: If I find that you’ve written a thoughtful essay—that you’ve 
read the texts you’re discussing attentively, worked to develop an idea of your own, and 
composed and edited your prose with care—then you will likely earn a B. If, in addition, 
your essay shows some real insight, imagination, or ambition, then you may earn an A. 
But if your piece strikes me as perfunctory or careless, you will only earn a C or D. 

The overall Professionalism of your work (the fourth, shaded category on the form) may 
provide me with reasons to add a plus (+) or minus (–) to your base grade. But to move 
from one letter grade to the next (that is, from a C to a B, or a B to an A), you must either 
develop your project, improve your use of the work of others, or strengthen your voice as 
a writer. 

Good luck! 
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