Suzanne Young, Associate Director, Yale College Writing Center

Best practices for responding to student writing
1) Make it clear who owns the writing.

In our well-meaning desire to help students improve their writing, we may take too much ownership of the writing before us and the writer may be eager to cede that control to the “expert.”  From the start of the session, picture yourself in the role of the “coach” or “partner,” rather than “editor” or “fixer.”  This will insure that the writer learns from the process and that she produces a product she can truly call her own.

2) Ask questions, rather than give answers, especially at first.

The best way to make sure that you maintain the writer’s responsibility for her own work is to begin the session with questions, rather than with advice.  Before you read the essay (if you’re reading on the spot), ask the writer what the goal of the piece is and what she has tried to say in her writing.  Then, once you’ve read the piece with this information in mind, again ask questions about the writer’s concerns and questions.  The writer’s answers will help you to shape and prioritize your advice.  Then, as you proceed through the session, continue to ask questions at various moments, especially if you find yourself offering answers too often.  If you’re speaking too much, sit back and ask a question.  

3) Prioritize your goals for the session.

It is not usually the case that you can cover an entire piece of writing in a single tutoring session.  This is a good thing, despite what the writer may feel.  This forces you, as the tutor, to focus on 2 or 3 major problems with the text, which will give the session coherence.  (You should decide on these priorities once you’ve read the paper and listened to the writer’s questions.)  For the writer, it reinforces her responsibility for the piece.
4) Be sure the writer holds the pen.

As you begin to generate ideas and revisions together, encourage the writer to take notes.  Some writers feel shy about taking the time to write things down, so make it clear that this is a good practice.  And be sure that the writer holds the pen!  It’s harder to slip into rewriting the document yourself if the writer is making the marks on it.

5) Work with the writer, as well as the product.

Although the immediate goal of a tutoring session is to improve the text the writer shows you, you should also consider the writer’s development in the long term.  This means explaining the reasoning behind your advice and naming strategies that could work well in other contexts.  This might mean, for instance, defining a writing “move” and then applying it: “A strong thesis is arguable, specific, and considers implications.  I see that you’ve offered an arguable thesis, but it’s not clear what the implications are.” 

6) If the writer has an agenda that does not match yours, compromise.

Occasionally, there will be a tension between what the writer thinks the piece needs and what you think it needs.  This is especially the case where the writer thinks the piece needs minimal copyediting and you think she needs to rethink the fundamental ideas.  Instead of insisting on your agenda, try to compromise so that the writer feels she is getting some of what she needs (work on the sentences for a few minutes, for instance).  This will make her more receptive to the global advice you need to give her.  

7)  (Almost) Never copyedit.

Many writers come to the session with the view that the tutor is a “fixer” or an editor.  These writers may think that revising is a matter of polishing sentences.  Instead of taking on this role, make it clear that your job is to help them rethink their writing (“revision” means “re-seeing”).  Focus on the ideas, the use of evidence, and the sense of purpose in the writing.  If you work on sentences, be sure that you do it in a targeted way:  Mark a few sentences that show a characteristic problem (run-ons, casual phrasing, vagueness).  Work with the writer to correct them (let her try first, then discuss her attempts), and then indicate that the writer should do the same thing, on her own, for the rest of the piece.  Research has shown that when writers correct their own sentences, they learn far more, over time, than when the tutor corrects them himself.

8) Be sure the writer leaves with a clear sense of how to revise.

Allow a few minutes at the end of the session to reflect on and review what you’ve covered.  Rather than dictate the steps the writer should take, ask her what she thinks she needs to work on now.  Encourage her to write out these goals before she leaves the session; this will reinforce what you’ve talked about and encourage the writer’s independence.
