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) Abstract

Despite the acceptance of peer response as a step in the tradmonal
approach to the writing process in secondary and university level classrooms
today, peer response hasn't completely proven itself. It isn't always a

“successful classroom experience and instructors are divided on the degree of
its usefulness. Instructors complain in practitioner journals that students veer
off-task, are too uncritical, misunderstand the guidelines or automatically

- assume that they can't possibly be expected to give good advice.

 This troublesome experience with peer response has prompted substantial

study But, according to one researcher, Sarah Warshauer Freedman,

" instructors should be wary of the weight and scope of the cumulative

" research conducted in the field so far. Freedman concludes that her 1992
study "shows how much we still have to learn" about the peer response
process (Freedman 105). ’

In an attempt to pursue Freedman s suggestlon to learn more, specifically
to shed some light on the problems teachers have using peer response, I ,
conducted an ethnographic study of 12 high school students engaged in peer
- response over a six-month period. The study sought to answer the questions:

- what kind of interaction occurs in peer response groups? and how effective is
that interaction? k ‘

I've tried to follow Clifford Geertz's example of an ethnographic study,
painting a "thick description” of what went on at a particular time and 'place.
As part of this study, I collected observations of what took place in peer
response groups by several different means. I attempted to verify my own
observations by getting data from students via written and oral interviews
and by examining the revisions students made subsequent to and presumably
at least in part as a result of the peer response they received. v
- My study is not representative of classrooms in general, nor can it generate
- hypotheses for what will happen in other classrooms. The study is valuable,
nevertheless, because it adds to the gathered body of mformatlon on peer
response and sharpens the resolution of the big ptcture

My findings include the followmg observations:

- some students put all their energy into the draft to be read in the peer
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response group, in order to make a good presentation, but did little”
‘afterward . .

- the sexual chemistry of the group sometlmes affected its

» performance

- - peer response sometimes prompted dramatrc changes to a paper
when the paper caused differing opinions within the group
- students spent much more time talking about a paper that had an -
interesting subject than one that didn't '

- revisions to papers following peer response sessions sometimes
weren't related to comments made in the group, and in fact, could be
contrary to what the writers told the group they were going to do to
their paper |

This ethnographic study comprises Chapter Three, the centerpiece of my
thesis, and is prefaced by an examination of some contemporary theories of
collaboration and how they affect the structure of peer response (Chapter
One), and by a report of some of the peer response methods and guidelines
that are being used in typical ninth and eleventh grade English classes today,
taking note of how the definition of peer response varies from classroom to
classroom, including a look at some of the problems practitioners and
researchers have encountered with peer response (Chapter Two). The final
chapter of this thesis draws conclusions and suggests appropriate
pedagogical approaches. |
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Chapter 1
The Foundation: Theories of Collaborative Learning

Like many California public’ high seh001 English teachers who use
writing group activities, I believe in the value of collaborative learning,
and assume that wr1t1ng is a soaal act1v1ty This basic belief is what
connects my approach to those who ascribe to "a social definition of
‘writing" (Gere 55), and whose work forms the theoretical foundation of this
| paper. Although people have worked together to solve problems since the
beginning of time, the notion of do 50 in the American classroom, as partof
the process of writing, is relatively recent. In fact, the great majority of |
English teachers today were themselves taught in the traditional classroom
settmg where students work competitively and mdependently, nay secretly,
noses to their own work, on their compos1t1ons, only to be shared with the
teacher, the arbiter of correctness

For the purposes of this thesis, the theoretlcal foundation for
‘collaborative learning is seen as a pyramid, with behavioral science at its
base, giving broad psychological support, and the pedagogical theory
specific to the teaching of English placed at the top. |
 Atthe foundation is the modern view of the social aspect of language
learning, which has been heavily influenced by the work of Lev Vygotsky
and Jerome S. Bruner. Vygotsky, an often-quoted Russian researcher and
theoretician in the psychology of human functions, believes that language
‘development is an interactive activity and maintains that higher level
thinking skills "lie outside the individual -- in psychological tools and
interpersonal relations" (Vygot‘sky.IS). According to Vygotsky, social-
functional relationships are critical to‘_a child's development, and a child's
mind cannot operate logically in a vacuum: |

The acquisition of knowledge and logical forms involved are
considered as products of the adjustment of one set of thoughts to



| another The practlcal confrontation with reahty plays no role in this
process. If left to himself, a child would develop only delirious
thinking. Reality would never teach him any logic. (Vygotsky 52)

‘Vygotsky further points out that, in beco_rmng literate, children internalize
the structures of socially meaningful literacy activities, and become more
advanced in their thought processes. |

He also makes much of the fact that the presence of the written word
itself is a new and higher level of abstraction over the spoken word, in that
the written word is removed from the concrete reality to which it
‘points.Just by moving from strictly oral language to written language, the
child is using higher cognitive levels. And, as Bruner points out, this is
mostly done at school, the heart of a child's social interaction:

- School imposes indirect demands that may be one of the most
important departures from indigenous practice. It takes learning, as
we have noted, out of the context of immediate action just by dint of
putting it into a school. In school, moreover, one must follow either
the abstraction of written speech - abstract in the sense that it is
divorced from the concrete situation to whichthe speech might
originally have been related - or the abstraction of language delivered
orally but out of the context of an on-going action. Both of these are

- highly abstract uses of language. (Bruner 283-284)

Both Vygotsky and Bruner are concerned with the psychologxcal and
developmental aspects of language learning, which they see as growing out
- of a communicative and soc1ocultural_ relationship. They occupy the base
of the theoretical pyramid, and the ramifications of their work go far
beyond the English teacher's classroom.

Their views, then, place "language at the center of knowledge because it
constitutes the means by which ideas can be developed and
explored,"according to another theoretician, Anne Ruggles Gere (73). But
in addition to behaviorist fheory, Gere also finds theoretical support for
collaborative learning in social theory. In her 1987 work, Writing Groups -

History, Theory and Implications, she states:

The enduring concept of alienation and the continuing struggle
~against it - a struggle that began with economists and poets of the
Eighteenth Century, developed with Marxism and mass society theory,
“and continues in some schools of contemporary literary criticism -
provides a theoretical foundation for collaboration. (Gere 66)

Gere goes on to say that "theories of collaborative learning, then, build
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upon an opposition to alienation...and emphasize the communal aspects of
intellectual life" in which "the individual genius becomes subordinate to
social interactions and intellectual negotiations among peers" (Gere 75).
This Marxist approach ties the author's Writing to its public, with the
importance stemming from the discourse community and the social
contexts. For Gere, "writing fits comfortably in the domain of collaborative
learning because writing demands dialogue between writer and context"
(Gere 73). »

Gere also responds to the ideas of contemporary composition theorist
Kenneth Bruffee, whom Gere says has "incorporated Vygotsky's views"
(Gere 84) in his highly influential articles on writing groups (84). This is
evident in Bruffee's explanation of the dialectic of speaking and writing:

If thought is internalized public and social talk, then writing of all
kinds is internalized social talk made public and social again. If -
thought is internal conversation, then writing is internal conversation
re-externalized... ("Conversation of Mankind" Bruffee 641)

Bruffee's first essay on collaborative learning appeared in 1972, twelve
years before the article cited by Gere. In that earlier article Bruffee clearly
makes his feelings known:

..the concept of teachmg as a kind of intellectual and informational
phllanthropy is at best dated, it seems to me, and at worse
condescending and perhaps corrupt. A teacher is properly not a
donor, but a metteur en scene whose responsibility and privilege is to
arrange optimum conditions for other people to learn. He creates
relationships between himself and students, and above all, among
students themselves, in which students share power and responsibility
~as well as information, not peripherally, but in the very process of
learning. ("The Way Out..." Bruffee 470)

‘Bruffee's views on collaborative learning lost none of their fire over the
years subsequent to his first writing on the subject, but they did become
more focused and refined by the time he wrote his seminal and often
quoted article, "Collaborative Learning and the “Conversation of
Mankind™ which traces the modern history of collaborative learning and
addresses the particulars of how English‘and literature should be taught.
According to Bruffee, the term collaborative learning was coined in the
1950s and 60s by a group of British secondary school teachers who were



heavily influenced by a sfudy done by M.L.J. Abercrombie on the training
of ‘university medical students. Abercrombie found that students learned
faster working together than working‘individually ("Conversation of
‘Mankind, Bruffee 637). In America, collaborative learning came to the
college classroom in an attempt by instructors to find a solution to the poor
performances of students in the early 1970s. Bruffee says that'collabOrative
learning was ‘establiShed as an alternative to traditional classroom teaching.

"He broadly defines the practiee of collaborative learning as "a form of
“indirect teaching in which the teacher sets the problem and organizes
- students to work it out collaboratively” ("Conversations of Mankmd"
‘Bruffee 637). ’

~Central to Bruffee's 1deas on writing groups of any kind is the
" importance of conversation: "what distinguishes human bemgs from other
~animals is our ability to participate in unending conversation” '
("Conversations in Mankind" 638). Referring to Vygotsky's work on the
- relationship between thought and conversation, that reﬂectlvev thought is
- public or social conversation internalized, Bruffee concludes that before
 reflection, there must be social conversation. He states, "the first stepsv to
learning to think better, therefore, are learning to converse better..."
("Conversatlons in Mankind" 640). v

More spec1f1cally, Bruffee feels that peer groups must converse when

‘ they get together. And he makes it quite clear that their conversation must
‘not become evaluative: "what students do when working collaboratively
on their wr1t1ng is not write or edit, or, least of all, read proof. What they do |
is converse" ("Conversations of Mankind" 645). Their topics of conversation
'should include, he says, the subject and the assignment, the writer's
“understanding of the subject, their own relationship, the relationship in an.
~academic context between students and teachers, and most of all, the act of
~writing. ’ - ‘
) Asa theoret1<:1an Bruffee is also 1nstrumental in advancmg the notlon
that all of the above may take place as either normal or abnormal discourse,
with the function of the former being to mamtaln and pass on knowledge
and the latter to generate new knowledge. According to Bruffee, abnormal
‘dlscourse exlsts when consensus no longer exists with regard to rules,



assumptions, goals, values or mores" ("'Convefsations of Mankind" 648).
He's saying, in effect, that when instructors see dlsagreement withina
group, they are actually seeing healthy critical thinking. According to
Bruffee, new knowledge is gained when ' ‘abnormal discourse smffs out
stale, unproductive knowledge and challenges its authorlty
("Conversations of Mankind" 648). This concept is 51gmf1cant because it
'glves value to what a teacher may initially perceive as problematic
: conversatlon within a peer response group. Gere also addresses this lack of
consensus in groups, but rather than term this behav1or as "abnormal” she
says that "such negotiations demonstrate the capacity of wrltlng group
~ participants to work together in creating knowledge" (74).
~ In'sum, it is Bruffee's belief that "our task (as writing teachers) must
~ involve engaging students in conversatlon among themselves at as many
points in both the writing and the reading process as possible, and that we
should contrive to ensure that students' conversation about what they read
and write is similar in as many ways as p0551ble to the way we would like
.them eventually to read and write" ("Conversatxons of Mankind" 642).
~ Peter Elbow, a widely read proponent of the "teacherless

classroom",agrees with Bruffee on the roles that the writer and peer reader
~must play while engaged in their conversation about writing. Elbow
“advises the »Wi'iﬁter to ignore the reader's comments when they appear to be
assessing the work instead of reacting to it: "If he (the reader) gives you
mere evaluations, advice about changes to make, or theories about writing,
o ‘they are of no value to you in themselves" (103). According to Elbow, of

~ importance to the writer is how the reader "perceived and experienced"

~ (103) the words on paper. And those words come from the inner, reflective

- conversation within the writer's mind. He says that when writers are first

R Hdraftmg an assignment, they are "building someone to talk to" and should

"just talk onto the paper” (Elbow 55). Elbow also emphasxzes the need for
~ any student writer to receive as many reader's reactions as possible, with
" the teacher serving as a guide and another reader reacting to the paper.
- This approach adheres quite well to Gere's belief that "Learning, when
‘conceived in collaborative terms, assumes a socially derived view of
| knowledge and opposes a fixed and hier_‘;archicaluone" (75).



The teacher then is there to witness and to part1c1pate in the

conversation. And the conversation should be about the paper at hand. As
* Gere states, writers' texts, "indeterminate, unfinished occupy the center of

writing groups, uniting theories of collaboration and learning" ( 75). It is
_important to note that Gere acknowledges that although the processes of
’ collaboration underline the social dlmensmns of wr1t1ng, "the individual
- writers still retain ultimate responsibility for their work" (76). This is an
important distinction, for any theory of collaborative learning must allow
for individual grades, which remain the backbone of evaluation in public
high schools today. . | | - |

My own classroom philosophy behind the peer response activities
- reported in my ethnographic study emphasizes group dialogue and
sharing,'rhaking it fairly consistent with Bruffee. However, he heavily
favors conversation over any kind of evaluation, whereas my students both
cohver_se (during a reader-response’activity) and evaluate (filling out a
criteron checklist). I feel that time is an important factor with any classroom
activity, and checklists seem to keep my students’ responses focused on the_
_paper. My teaching of writing as a process, with three separate drafts,
- reflects Gere's view that students must think of their work as somethmg
that must be changed and revised, that the 1ndeterm1nate text" occuples |

 the center of all wr1t1ng groups.
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‘Chapter 2
Theory into Practice :
The Use of Non-]udgmental and Evaluatwe Response

| CoHaboratiVe learnin'g isa relatively new teaching fool“ and although it
has been defined and refined in composition over the past 20 years, it's still
in the process of defmmg itself in the classroom, where the concept of
~ collaborative learning means different things to different people.
Practitioners, as a rule, don't swim upstream. If something doesn't work,
" ‘they change direction, and the successes and failures of collaborative
learning activities in the English classroom have spawned numerous
- changes of direction. For example, compositional group work can mean
many different activities depending upon the instructor: peer editing, peer
evaluation, brainstorming groups, peer tutoring, peer feedback, peer |
review, and lastly, the topic for this thesis, peer fesponse. The theory
behind each is common in foundation, that knowledge is a social construct,
but the activities span the spectrurn from stnctly non-]udgmental responses
to critical evaluations. , o

“This chapter will compare and contrast some of the predomment peer
activities used in today's high school and college classrooms, all born in the
name of collaboratlve learning, and review some of the research into the o
~ effectiveness of peer activities in composition classrooms.
- Peer groups are most often tried in those English classrooms where ,
“students are taught that writing is a process, as something recursive, and as
something that is being shaped and re-shaped until the very last word of
~ the final draft. Peer group activities usually require students to seek each
_other's feedback on a rough draft of a paper, although group work can be ,
employed in a variety of ways, such as at the beginning, for the invention or
‘ vbramstormmg phase, and at the end, when students read the1r papers out
- loud. '



The kmd of feedback that students are d1rected to glve is the defmmg
element of the peer group act1v1ty itself. Walter Lamberg s defintion of
feedback is simply "information on performance" (Lamberg 63) - but this
“ may be positive or negative, spec1f1c or general global and conceptual or

| dealing with proofreading errors. - ' : ‘

: As it's usually used in classrooms today, peer response, the subject of

: this thesis, can require both positive and negative feedback Sarah _
Warshauer Freedman recognized this varying definition of peer response

- when she studied how ninth grade students interacted as a peer response
group. She concludes that "the point is that the label “peer response' is
subject to a great deal of variety, much more than the literature admits, and
researchers need to be very careful and spec1f1c in attemptmg to discuss or
‘make generalizations about response groups ' (Freedman 101) Freedman .
reported several kinds of peer response group act1v1t1es in the two

' vclassrooms under study, and one can only imagine the p0551b111t1es when

orie takes into account the gamut of classrooms across the country. -
There are any number of man1festat10ns of peer response groups, as
~ Freedman pomts.out but they may be basically divided into two feedback

S catagories' evaluative (criteria) and non-judgmental (reader-response) ‘This

isn't to suggest that teachers always use either one method or the other. In
fact, they often use both, which will be discussed later.
~ Peer response takes much from the work of Bruffee, with his empha51s
‘on conversation, not critiquing, between reader and writer. When students
follow a pure reader-response format, they avoid g1v1ng ]udgment on each
other's composmons, concentratmg instead on reportmg their own feelings,
observations and impressions. An example would be found in the
~ classrooms of teachers trained to follow Peter Elbow s (1973) model for peer
. response. In this classroom, the Wr1ter reads his or her piece twice, thhout
'commentrng on or apologrzlng for the selectlon read listeners, who have no
copy of the manuscript, do not wr1te durmg the frrst reading, but after it
| they record their strongest 1mpre551ons Durmg the second reading,
‘- listeners make detailed notes and afterward the lrsteners comment about
‘their impressions. This type of feedback attempts to trigger an empathy
. Wxthm the reader a relatrvely easy task to accomphsh accordlng to a study .



of peer audlences done by Thomas Newklrk Newklrk mamtams that "the
‘sheer frequency of statements of this type (emotional) suggest that this
willingness to 1dent1f.y with the author is a powerful determiner of student
* response" (304). | |
'y This reliance on emotional response is precrsely what bothers some
teachers, however. They fear that students working in groups will soon be
'relatlng to each other much_more than responding to the text at hand, and
they therefore require that work groups have specific evaluative tasks to
keep the students focused on the text. For these teachers, peer response isn't
just reader-response, where students only seek i impressions. In these
" classrooms the students also seek help. But what is to be
evaluated’Accordlng to teacher Ronald Barron, the empha51s should be on

content, and not the mechanics:
Students in response groups need to learn that evaluatlng the worth
of the papers written by other members of the group is not the primary
goal of good responders. Nor is an “error hunt' a valuable approach to
the task. Instead, members of effective response groups treat the papers
they are examining as “works in progress' and recognize that their goal
is to serve as sympathetic readers suggesting methods for writers to use

in improving their papers. (Barron 24)

- According to Barron an excellent model for peer response groups is
‘offered in Student Writers at Work _Second Series, edited by Donald
McQuade and Nancy Sommers. One recommended model includes the use
of a responding process made up of observations, evaluations and end

comments. Observations are considered to be non-]udgmental statements
about a draft, and may address a specific component of an essay or may
simply reassure the writers that what they attempted to do is recognizable
to an independent reader. Evaluations, in this particular response model,
"move beyond merely describing that the writer has done to asessing the
strengths and weaknesses of the draft" (Barron 25). There is a condition to
“this evaluative input, however, that Barron says tempers the evaluative
nature of the process, keeping it in the realm of response rather than
critique: "A viable option for any writer is to ignore the comments made by
members of the response group" (25). But it could be easily argued that
students always have the option, regardless of the kind of peer activity
employed, of accepting or rejecting any peer response to their papers. The
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freedom of the Writer isn't 'the issue, then. What is central is the amount of
judgment being asked for. Those instructors uncomfortable with asking
students to be overly critical, for example, favor evaluation that is broad

and global:
With evaluative responses, the writer is informed of the success of
“the writing. Was the writer's purpose or aim achieved? If the story was
to be humorous, did the readers find it funny? If the essay was to be-
persuasive, did the readers find it convincing? Which “parts' of the
composition did readers find effective? Was the dialogue natural, the

~ metaphor fresh, the plottmg suspenseful? (Lamberg 65)
But researcher Thomas Newkirk argues that students can and should be
critics of all parts of the composmon, and that peer responders. must
“assume the teacher's criteria for good work: "if students are to enter into the
~ evaluative community of the instructor, they need to see the norms of their
new community applied to student work" (Newkirk 310). ‘

" Newkirk's opinion appears to be particularly persuasive. It would seem
logical that if a teacher has standards for Writing, then the students can also
‘be standard bearers, and act as such when reading each other's ,
compositions. Peer "evaluation" shouldn't be a perjorative term. After all,
evaluation is part of scho‘oling.v Report cards are a fact of life. Student
. perfor_mahce must always be evaluated, particularly in light of the recent
"back-to-basics" movement that seeks to certify that students be able to
demonstrate specific skills for every grade level. Nevertheless, Elbow,
Macrorie and Moffett have been influencial in advocating impressions and
empathetic reSponses over evaluation, and writers like Robert A. Liftig say
that teachers who gear response activities to find mistakes do so partly

because of the nature of the educational system itself:
Positive phrasing of criticism has also gotten short shrift, often when
teachers feel their instruction must respond to administrative
demands for traditional accountablhty or when cautious veteran
teachers feel they had better sift “‘new' approaches through their

- personal “filters' derived, more often than not, from a generation of

employing traditional criticism with its empha51s on syntax, grammar
and spelling. (Liftig 62)

 Liftig reports of his experimentation with a peer evaluation guide that
avoided the kind of critical comments that in the past had reportedly made
the student writer defensive. Peer evaluators in his classes were asked to
tellvt’he wri‘t'er} about memorable phrases, scenes and why they liked them,
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- as well as to selecf one element of the story that they wanted to read more
“about. Students responded favorably to this kind of positive evaluation, he
claims, but he's not clear whether "favorably" ‘means an improved
composition. Most notably, the students were oi?érfwhelmingly in
~ agreement about the type of comment that they felt was most important:
those that "validated their artistic purposes” (Liftig 63). Those comments
that students felt were the least important were those that delt with "errors,
" misreadings, and confusions in plot, character and setting” (Liftig 63). It
would seem, however, that an English class, be it college or high school
level, should have more on its agenda than the artistic purposes of the
writers. Liftig even admits that some students had reservations about this
kind of positive evaluation, and indicated ‘they preferred some kind of
~ criticism. The issue of non-judgmental peer response versus evaluative -
| peer response is a thorny one, and apparently even the students themselves
‘aren't quite sure what they want when they offer up a draft for a peer's
consideration.
To circumvent this dilemma, some teachers prefer to distinctly separate -

the peer exchange process into two stages, based on Donald Murray's
- proposal that the revising process is both internal and external. One
instructor, Marie Foley, divides her collaboratlve peer revising sessions
into "work-in-progress groups" and "editing groups." The former groups
- function in a reader-response format, and the students ask global questions
- and are trained "to discover what is valuable in each other's work" (Foley
119). In editing groups, the students "work as real editors do in preparing a
piece of writing for publication" (Foley 120), which is to focus on
- paragraph and sentence structure, as well as those broader questions raised
earlier in the work-in-progress groups. In Foley's classfoom, peer editing
and mechamcal correction are separate but equal with Bruffee's required
"conversation." o

All the peer exchange methods mentioned in this chapter so far could
fall under the heading of peer response, depending upon the aims of the
instructor. They can be catalogued by where they lie on the spec_trum that
spans the distance between completelly non-judgemental (ernpathetic)
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responses and those that are only critical (evaluative). Most methods
contain elements of both. -

-~ The amount of judgment and critical evaluation required of the peer
responder significantly affect peer guidelines, as well as the role of the
teacher. Some proponen‘tsb of the decentralized classroom believe that peer
response guidelines of any kind are a hindrance to the students' dialogue.

- Though this may seem strictly in keeping with Bruffee, it actually isn't. In

~ his ground-breaking "Conversations With Mankind" essay, Bruffee =
supports the notion of teacher-designed guidelines, saying that |
"collaborative classroom group work guided by a carefully designed task
makes students aware that writing is a social artifact..." (642). Citing Bruffee
and Vygotsky as authorities, Harvey S. Wiener in The}Writing Teacher's
‘Sourcebook, explains that "a written task provides the language that helps

’ fo shape students' conversation” (241). It would seem logical that the extent
of the written guidelines could be reduced if a class was hlghly motivated,
and certainly upper college level wr1t1ng classrooms would need less

guidance than a high school English class.

_ Nevertheless, drawxng on the ideas of Peter Elbow, college instructor
Paul Vatalaro argues that tasks designed by the English teacher don't work,
because "instructors traditionally fail to '_'relinquish control over the
formulation and administration of the peer review instrument to their
students” (21). This instrument, usually'in the form of a checklist or
questionnaire designed by the teacher and filled out by the peer responder,
is a staple of peer exchange activities in the English classroom,today.l |
Vatalaro believes that any teacher-derived guide, even the open-ended

reader response types, saps power and confidence from the students:
When teachers conduct peer review exercises by asking students to fill
out sheets that list essential criteria, or by instructing them to respond
“freely’' to a piece of writing, however, they violate its democratic
- chemistry... (21)

But the question can be asked: is it important that peer review exercises be
- democratic. In a true democracy everyone has a voice, and no English
teacher would bar this from their classroom. But few high school teachers
would give up their mantle of authority if the students voted them out of
office. All guidelines are unacceptable, according to Vatalaro, because
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“"students still treat the whole activity as a chore” (24). His solution, taken
from Elbow's Writing Wi_thout_Teae'hers; is to have each of his classes
construct whatever method or methods of evaluation and ‘response they
want to experiment with, and to later evaluate these procedures and their
outcome. He sums up his approach which he labels "peer review" - by

| stating, "We (instructors) want to prepare them and then let them play In

‘this way we locate a fertile midpoint between abandoning our students
altogether and ‘dominating them completely” (Vatalaro 28). When Vatalaro
-uses such hlghly-charged words as "abandoning" and "dominating" it

_appears that he finds the teacher's role i in the classroom to be fraught with

- danger, and apparently should be as lumted as possible. It seems doubtful |
that many teachers would accept this characterization. Is it domination
when a teacher,models and instructs the students, makmg it clear which

responses are the most constructive based on the teacher's experience and
study, and gives guidelines that remforce thmgs learned in the classroom?

Nevertheless, Harvey S. Wlener joins Vatalaro when he states that "the

~ teacher's presence as a group member challenges one of the basic tenets of

collaboration in the daserorn_" (243). This tenet, which he attributes to

_ Bruffee;'dictates that the ptirpose of collaborative learning "is to help
“students gain authonty over their knowledge and gain mdependence in

- using it" (Short Course 49). Wiener says that teachers must solve this

problem by learmng restraint when conducting peer response groups: "the .

best teacher is usually the seemxngly most idle teacher." This might be true,

but certainly administrators must be apprlsed of this fact in the event they

- happen upon a peer response activity that finds the teacher seated at their

desk munchmg an apple. It seems that Vatalaro, and those who look to

'_ Elbow and other advocates of the teacherless classroom, want to make all
school work a choreless task, which is an unreallstlc, if not somewhat

“skewed, vision of a classroom utopia. If none of the chores get done around
‘the house, what would be the household s state of affairs after three ‘weeks?

~ Teachers are a necessary mg_red1ent in the system as it now stands. And that
system requires grades. A grade is a measure of how close students come to

“what is expected of them. The expectations must come from the teacher. But

~ the good teachers try to teach their students how to meet those expectations.
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It's important to note that when Vygotsky made it clear that social |
interaction was critical to a child's development, that learning couldn't be
done in a vacuum, he wasn't excluding the teacher. Classroom social
~ interaction includes the teaeher.’Learning by interaction doesn't mean that
learning is done in only a peer environment. If there are no teachers, no one
| - with advanced knowledge, it would seem logical that an advancement in
"peer knowledge would be gamed very slowly. Teachers should be part of
the mix. After studying the writing and thinking of four college classes in

- _four different subjects during the 1980s, a six-member team concluded that

~ "peers seemed unable, without considerable guidance and instruction, to
~ help each other with major issues in...reasoning” (McCarthy, Walvoord 239).
The study also revealed that the peer groups functroned better when they
had specific guidelines. ‘

It's as if those who follow Elbow's teacherless classroom want the
cla_esroom to be oddly homogeneous - no teachers, all students. And,

 because there can be a great disparity in student ability, with some students

approaching teacher-status, it would seem that Vatalaro would prefer that
these students be removed as well. _

Most teachers, particularly at the high school level, see the need to model
~ and guide the students in their peer response efforts. Thomas Newkirk
suggests that if students are to enter into the evaluative community of the
instructor, they need to see the norms of their new commumty applied to -
student work" (310).

Those norms can be mtroduced via peer response"guides for the
students. Some guides are very non-]udgmental and others are more on the
evaluative side, and nearly all have elements of both. An example of the
latter kind of guide i is that used by Edgar H. Thompson:

1. What things do you like best about the plece, and why are they

good?
- 2. Is there anything that doesnt seem appropriately addressed to the

intended audience? What, and why not?

3. Is there anything that makes you say "So what?" or "Specify!" ? If
so, put these words in the margins where you think they will be
helpful.

4. In the margin, write *Say more,' “Expand,’ *More details,’ or

something hke this at points where you as a reader need addltronal

‘15'



information in order to participate more fully in the event or the
idea presented.

5. Underline words that are used 1mproperly and phrases that don't
seem to "make English." Place question marks above them.

6. How close to being ready to be turned in to a stranger for
evaluatlon is this p1ece7

, Clrcle one number: not ready 12345678910 ready. (Thompson
114)
Thompson's guide, by posing questlons that seek more than just
impressions, is more evaluative than a strictly reader-response based guide
would be. Question number one is asking for only positive impressions, N
but later students are asked to consider such things as intended audience
and whether enough examples are given. Elbow's influence is evident from
the guide's implication that a successful interaction is one that allows the
| responder to personally relate to the topic of the composition. '
What is the teacher's role in peer response? »
‘There is wide-ranging opinion on the teacher's role during collaborative
learning in general, and during peer response activities in particular. |
Teacher Richard Whitworth says that, in the seventh grade, the teacher is
"constantly on the move: monitoring the group's progress, offering advice
if the youngsters seem confused or stuck, suggesting alternatives if student
plans go awry, demonstrating how to behave as a contributing member of
“ the group..." (15). There are fewer behavioral concerns the older the
- students are, but Whitworth's observations of his seventh graders would
generally hold true for the high school level, and Diana George, who taped :
~ and responded to over 100 peer group sessions. of 1nexper1enced writers at
the college level, concurs with Whitworth. She maintains that the mstructor ‘
must constantly c1rcu1ate, "lookmg for an opportunity to enter a session"
(325), though restralmng from simply lecturing on a small scale rather than
on a large one. '
o In their gurde to student writing groups, Connie J. Hale and Susan
‘Wyche-Smith recommend several roles for teachers, each progressively
more involved. For example, teachers can stay on the. sidelines,v listening
. enough to make sure each group is on task or they can wait for the studentsv
to request help For more dlrect mvolvement teachers can be a rotatmg
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member of each group in class or they may enter into peer discussions to
serve as a mediator (Hale, Wyche-Smith 9). v | ‘
Mediation, however, doesn't mean foréing the group to a consensus. As
stated in chapter one, Bruffee maintains that groups should occasionally
" have a lack of consensus, a challenge to the majority thinking, which he
' dubs "abnormal discourse" (Briiffée 648). He sees this kind of discourse as
the creative process at work, and necessary to learning ,
'But what is abnormal? When is it good and when is it con51dered in the
perjorative sense? Collaborative learning can sometimes be a fine line
between abnormal discourse and off-task discourse. Sarah Warshauer
Freedman examined how two classes of ninth ‘graders interact during peer
response compositional activities and attempted to characterize response
group talk. The study revealed that overall, about 60 percent of the |
productive talk stemmed from the written response guides and 40 percent '
was prompted by the content of the writing. But interestingly, of that 60
percent, two thirds of the talk was of some kind of resistance to the guides
 rather than adherence to their dirécfions! Freedman also reporfed another
‘problem: Students generally "avoided negative evaluation and helped one
another complete the sheets just to get the work done" (71). This is an
example of the paraphrased version of the Golden Rule: "don't criticize
- others if you don't want them to do it to you_."According to her data, one of
* the classes spent 17 percent of its productive time avoiding negative
evaluation (Freedman 91). These findings substantiate the experience of
many junior and senior high school teachers, who've seen time and time
again how students will, if allowed, spend more time arguing against an
‘ assignment than doing it. Of more Significance is Freedman's finding that
discussions of content were much higher in those classes where the peer
response guldehnes spec1f1cally included it. Another interesting note was,
the percentage of spontaneous talk about form and mechanics: students in
one class did it 11 percent of the productive time and students in another
did it for 14 percent of the time (Freedman 91). Do students discuss v
~ grammar without prompting? Her students apparently did, though one
~would think that most teachers would say that purely spontaneous
‘reactions are almost always content-orlented ‘
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Practically speaking, how do reader response groups affect the writing in
a classroom? According to the writers of an often-cited study on the effects
of collaborative writing techniques on college freshmen, not that much is
known on the subject: "collaboration has been recommended, attacked and
defended, but rarely has it been seriously studied..." (Louth, Carole
McAllister, Hunter A. McAllister). This trio does report, however, that the
benefits of group work may be more affective than academic. Comparisons
of groups of students who worked independently with those that worked
in groups showed no statistical significant difference between them, they
said. They added, however, "attitude measures showed that subjects in the
collaborative conditions were 'sign_ific'antly more pleased with their writing
- than were subjects who worked independently” (Louth, Carole McAllister,
Hunter A. McAllister 215). The attitudes toward writing and the writing
process were measured using attitude surveys and a composite score of
three attitude scales. According to the study, the attitude difference
~ translated into more enjoyment, higher confidence and a greater belief in
the writing course for those collaborative students. They conclude that ‘
"using collaborative techniques is extremely beneficial, all else being equal,
if for no other reason than to produce a positive effect on students' attitude,
enough perhaps for students to elect another writing course and approach
it with confidence" (Louth, Carole McAllister, Hunter A. McAllister 221).

It is the affective side of peer response that often receives the most praise.
But what about the academic side? Do the papers read better? Are they
~ better compositions that have higher grades because of it? Because grades
are relative to the teacher, most research in this area is practitioner oriented.
And teachers have reported academic improvement. For example, Judy A.
Hughes reports in the English Journal that in regard to the specific act of
shdwing—not-telling, "the rewrites that I received were dramatically
improved"(42). In an attempt to shed more light on this matter, chapter
three's ethnographic study of peer response groups will contain .
information about the amount of change and improvement from one draft
to the next. | | |

Though teachers report both affective and academic rewards, they also
report problems. For example, according to many practitioner articles,
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‘ 1' "gossip sessxons can be. a ma]or problem with peer response groups. And
~ editors of the nghsh lournal wrote in the preface to their forum on peer

- groups, what looks neat and srmple in someone else's classroom has a

. devilish way of turning messy and comphcated the first tlme we 1mport it
into our own (19). ' _
In Bruffee's closxng argurnent to his often-quoted "Conversations", he too
-recogmzes the pitfalls that lie in the path of collaboratrve learmng in the

* public classroom:

- Organizing collaboratlve learning effectlvely requires doing more

~ than throwing students together with their peers with little or no
guidance or preparation. To do that is merely to perpetuate , perhaps
‘even aggravate the many possible negative efforts of peer group
influence: conformity, anti-intellectualism, intimidation, and leveling-

down of quality. ("Conversations" 652)

In another later article he also acknowledges that discovering "the practical
implications of the viewfthat‘knowledge is a collaborative artifact will not
be easy" ("Liberal” 103). '
One of the problems encountered by college mstructor/ researcher

Wilson Currin Snipes, as part of his department's inquiry into peer
response groups in 1971, was that some students had the discipline to
complete tas,ks'in a group setting and others did not. Twenty years later
Louth, McAllister and McAllister reported the phenomenon in their study
“as "social loafing" (221), also known as "the hitchhiker" (Morton 36). The
- cause, according to Snipes, is two-fold: (1) "the educational system is so
overpowering that students are conditioned to become passive recipients
of learning" and (2) "a loss of identity; the student is role-playing at
learning; he has separated the classroom from the valuable parts of his life"
| (172). All this boils down to the often-heard, "so-m -s0 can't accept |
- responsibility for his actions!" and the question is whether this can be
taught at all, Perhaps it's part of the maturation process that varies so
greatly from one individual to the next. Snipes recommends, among other
things, letting students have a "voice" in their grades, requiring that poor
themes be rewritten, and having students evaluate fewer papers (173). But
solutions for student apathy are difficult to come up with, and Snipes
concludes, "the inquiry into peer group teaching yields mixed reviews,
both solvable and unsolvable dilemmas..." (Snipes 174).
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Student apathy, or lack of motlvat1on may be traced to any number of
tlungs, and in Diana George s prevrously mentioned mrd-elghtles study of
~ 100 peer group sessions, she attempts to find what separates the motivated
groups from the not-so motivated ones. She reports that inexperienced
 college writers typically' form three kinds of grou‘ps: task-Oriented;p
“leaderless; and dysfunctional (GeOrge}BZl)-.‘One of the most serious failings
of all the groups, including the task-oriented ones, was that "much of what
was said during a session was lost, left in the classroom the minute the class
ended,” and that the "critique sheets rarely recorded more than the vague
, ‘It sounds ok to us' or ‘it needs more development' "(George 322). One
solution, it's suggested, is to have the students bring questions about their -
own papers to the peer session, with the hope that the student would retain
more if it was somethmg they wished to know
o The leaderless and dysfunctional groups both shared several problems,
| according to her study Writers in these groups, although they may have

had a profitable talk, did not pick up on the helpful comments, the remarks
~ did not change the subsequent draft. These groups also were easrly
- distracted by the topics covered in the essays "a group can easﬂy fall into a
rather long and lively discussion of the idea and then be fooled into
 believing that they actually dxscussed the essay at hand" (George 322) She
also states that both groups did not appear to see the value of peer
| 'response, and wanted the 1nstructor to tell them what should be done with
| the‘paper under discussion. To mitigate these problems, 'Geor'ge ,
‘recommends that student writers "talk through" the paper before or after -

: they read it to the group, sumrnarlzmg the essay and telling which parts

o ‘were difficult or easy. Also, all group members would have a photocopy of

the essay at hand, to help confine them to the actual text rather than

‘ embarkmg on tangential conversations. v ,
George strongly beheves in the idea of modehng how to act ina group, )

both to the class as a whole and as a c1rculat1ng member of the groups in

action. A more recent study of writing and thmkmg across the curriculum.

~ at the college level concluded that "peer response could be helpful or
- unhelpful, depending upon whether the peers actually knew enough to
s help each other" (McCarthy, Walvoord 239) This would emphasrze what



many already advocate: that teachers must insti_'ucit the students on how to
interact in a peer response group, as well as how to write their papers.

A brief survey of recently published articles by practitioners and
researchers reveals that they often repeat each other: the problems already
- stated here usually have been often addressed many times before. One can
add to the already stated proble‘msvwith péer response groups the
following: responses are too similar; the group isn't compatible; the
responseS don't imprdve with time; the responses are too harsh; the
classroom is too small for noisy readings and self-assured erters resent
advice from others.

' With so many variables to the éhernistry of each teacher, school, class,
group and individual student, it stands to reason that peer response is a
problematic device and that these problems will seem to be unsolvable
dilemmas, to use Snipes' words. And this is why Ronald Barron cautions
~ teachers to not expect too much: "teachers need to tolerate some partial

failures even though they may have worked extensively with 1nd1v1duals
trying to improve their performance" (Barron 33).

‘Peer response may be an imperfect classroom activity, partly because the
interaction of human beings is difficult to assure optimum production at
all times, but partly because we still don't know all there is to know about
it. Both Freedman and‘LOuth, McAllister and McAllister end their studies

- with the latter conclusion. Freedman says, "this study‘shows how much we
still have to learn if teachers are to provide classroom environments that are
maximally supportive of peers talking and learhing together" (Freedman

- 105). Louth, McAllister and McAllister are more specific about future
studies: there is "the need for more qualitative research, either ethnographic
or case study...to explore what occurs in these writing groups. Such

“explorati‘on could lead to new and finér definitions of the collaborative
process and its components" (Louth, Carole McAllister, Hunter A.
McAllister 222). | ‘
 Their conclusions provide a segue into Chapter 3 of this thesis, which is
a report of an ethnographic study of peer response groups conducted in
my ninth and eleventh grade classes.
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Chapter 3
ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY
PART ONE -
RESEARCH STRATEGY AND DESIGN OF STUDY

A graduate school colleague of mine, aware of my thesis topic, handed me
a copy of a student's paper she had been involved with as an intern for an
English 495 class. The "argument" paper, which received an *A’, concluded
that peer groups didn't work in the writing classroom. Drawing on his
experiences in such groups since Freshman English, the writer said he just
didn't find the time spent to be worth the results: "one early lesson on peer
evaluations was that sometimes they should not be taken too seriously"
(Harris 2). In fact, the writer's most successful experience in a composition
peer activity was when he tutored another student outside of class, assisting
from the brainstorming stage through the final draft.

This is true, of course. One of the outcomes of evaluative responses in a
peer response group. But the student writer also saw group reluctance to
assume authority over another student's writing, and to say something that
would hurt anyone's feelings. In the end, the writer states that many others
feel as he does about working in groups. He is frankly puzzled as to why
virtually every instructor he's had believes in the value of peer groups. But
he acknowledges that he hadn't "observed peer evaluation as a teacher
would" (Harris 6).

Harris is implying that teachers may have a hidden agenda which the
students may not understand that justifies the use of groups. This isn't really
true, based on the views expressed by practitioners in the English Journal.
Most teachers just simply feel that peer response is valuable despite the
flaws. This doesn't necessarily mean an acceptance of the flaws, however.

" Those teachers that have the time and inclination become teacher-researchers,
seeking to learn more about the process of composition. According to Joe
Belanger, reporting in the_English Journal, "classroom teachers are in the best
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‘position to solve many of the complex problems of educatlon and what is
new is the recent acceptance of classroom observation (case studres for
example) as legitimate research" (Belanger 16).

Solving problems of any complexity is a big task, this endorsement ,
notwithstanding, and it's seldom done by one person. Sometimes researchers
just add to the pile of information, rather than providing the solution, and
- this is partlcularly the case with those who engage in ethnographic studies.
‘The notion of such studies is closely tied to philosopher and theoretician
Clifford Geertz, who explains that "an ethnograph‘ic account does not rest on
its author's ability to capture primitive facts in faraway places and carry
them home like a mask or a carving, but on the degree to which he is able to
~ clarify what goes on in such places, to reduce puzzlement what manner of
men are these" (16)?

~ The study conducted as part of this the51s was instigated, if for no other
- reason, than to reduce that Cal State San Bernardino student writer' s
puzzlement over the use of an actrvxty that can pose problems in some |
situations and work quite well in others. The primary aim of my
ethnographlc study is to add to the picture that researchers are developing of
the process of peer response; in other words, to follow the suggestion of o
Louth et al. at the conclusion of chapter two, to "explore what occurs” in peer
response groups. : : o |

This attempt to tell what manner of discussion goes on in peer response
groups can be broken down into two steps: collectmg data and mterpretmg
- it. My method of collecting data was influenced by Geertz and others after.
'hl_m who use what he terms a "thick description" of the subject, and
particularly by the ideas found in the often-cited arti‘cleby Kenrleth_ S.
Cantor, Dan R. Kirby and Judith P. Goetz, "Research in Context:
Ethnographic Studies in English Education.” My method of interpreting my
observations borrows from Stephen Wilson, who argues that "well-executed
ethnographic research uses a technique of disciplined subjectivity that is as
thorough and intrinsically objective as are other kinds of research" (Wilson - -
258).. | |

My observations of the response groups were composed of written notes
contammg concrete detailed description of what occurred, recorded
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: 1nterv1ews, unobtrusive recordmgs of the acnv1ty using a. mlcrocassette tape
recorder, questlonnalres student peer response sheets and all the drafts of
the students' papers. The goal of my data collection was to compile a thick
description, and ethnographic methodologist Gail McCutcheon provides a
- good classroom examplev when she examines the act of students nodding. She
states that the straightforward physical description of their head movement is
a "thin" description until the observer adds what the act "signified to them" |
(McCutcheon 7). The observer will ask what the nodding means, which can |
be many different things for each student, from boredom to attentiveness
(Kantor, et. al. 297). It's for this reason that a common element of nearly all
ethnographic inquiries is the researcher's role: "Implicit in the ideas of
hypothetical thinking...is the notion of researcher as participant, as one whose
personal and even sub]ectlve ]udgments are not only permitted, but essential
to the research enterprise” (Kantor, et. al.).

But the data gathering isn't only accomplished as a subjective observer-
participant immersed in the peer response process. According to Wilson,
_ ethnographic techniques aren't exclusively subjective; they can possess a
kind of objectivity by "systematically seeking to understand actions from the
different perspectives" (Wilson 259). For example, an observer studying the
interaction of students involved in a fight would attempt to uriderstand the
. fight from the multiple perspectives of the teacher, the students involved and
- bystander students. This method of recognizing varied points of view,
checking personal, subjective judgments against other such judgments, is a
corroborative procedure called triangulation. "Researchers looking at
composition teaching, for example, might check their interpretations of field
notes against statements made by teachers or students, features of writings
produced by students, and/or teacher's written lesson pléms" (Kantor, et. al.
298). Therefore, though the ethnographic interpretation of the data does
allow for the researcher's personal insights, it also requires that those insights
be verified by other evidence and perspectives. In my study of peer response
activities in my classroom, my observations are cross-checked in four ways:
by the answers provided by the students in questionnaires asking them to tell
their feelings about the session I witnessed; by the peer response guides they
fill out themselves; by the revisions done to the text of their papers
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subsequent to the peer response session, and by their answers to my post-
session questioning. | :

Some explanation is also needed of my collectlon methods, and of the
limitations of these methods. While the students were engaged in peer |
‘response, my main method of observation was to take field notes, which were
“augmented to a small degree by recordings using a microcassette recorder.
The recordings were of poor quality because of the quality of the equlpment
as well as all the ambient noise in the room. Furthermore, they only captured

~ the content of the verbal interaction, missing the nonverbal behavior. The

presence of the recorder, alfhough uhobtrusive, also affected the students'
behavior. For example, I was able to obtain more accurate accounts of the
patterns of action and nonaction from my,fie'ld notes, because the students'
knowledge that they were being taped generally_ worked to keep them on
task. Also, even though I used two tape recorders throughout the year, both
malfunctioned at times, usually due to my constant popping in and out of
record mode. In the end, due to all these reasons, I relied far more heavﬂy on
“my field notes than the recordings. ‘

My data collection is also limited by my own limitations as a teacher-
researcher. A classroom is not a laboratory, where the environment serves the
experiment, and where conditions may be controlled. For example, I couldn't
devote all my time to my research groups; I had to pursue my objectives as a:
teacher of all the students in my class, not just those involved in the study. As

a result, my field observations do not cover all the assignments worked on
during the study, nor take in all the interactions of a specific peer response
group. There was a certain degree of hit-and-miss involved. And this, in turn,
affected some of the verification later on When interpreting the data, because
I would occasionally find a particularly intriguing revision on a student's
paper that unfortunately took place following a peer response session that I -
hadn't observed. This is one reason why I selected groups from different
classes, so that I would not be faced with trying to observe two groups at the
same time. Nonetheless, my time in class as a researcher competed with my
time as a teacher, creating gaps in my data that sometimes made cross-
checking and verification difficult. o '

Lastly, my method of descrlptlon of students behavior was initially
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: troublmg because I felt that it needed to be codified to make it more |
objective, and so that anyone who learned the coding scheme could mterpret
the behaviors in approximately the same way, but I also felt that such a -
scheme might be cumbersome to develop and utilize in the classroom, and
- so extensive as to dlStOl't what actually went on. In other words, it would
render an activity into a checklist that would be less accurate in the end, than
my own subjective, hand-written reports of what occurred. To my relief, I
found that Stephen Wilson had addressed that problem, and I employed his
~ ideas as a model for ethnographic technique. Wilson believés that an
ethriographef must be wary of becoming too much like "the objective social
- scientist, (who) in sfandardizing the interpretation, may have destroyed some
of the most valuable data he or she had" (Wilson 250). That missing data, he
_says, lies in the context in which it took place. "To know merely the fact that
‘feelings, thoughts, or actions exist is not enough without also knowing the
framework within which these behaviors fit" (Wilson 250). Again, the
interpretation of the subjects by the participant-observer is of primary
importance in an 'ethnogréphic study, and in fact, is what distinguishes thin
description from thick description. For these reasons, I decided against the
use of a derived scheme to code behaviors as part of my field notes.

- In summary, the ethnographic study I conducted was systematic in its
- selection of data, used various methods to gather information, and attempted

~ verification via triangulation methods that corroborate observations with
other perspectives. The goal of the study is to contribute to a better
understanding of the peer reSPOnSe prOCéss.' |
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PART TWO - ‘
AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF FOUR HIGH SCHOOL
" - PEER RESPONSE GROUPS

Context is critical in ethnographic sfudies. I proceed from the outside to

- the inside, that is, move from the conditions that exist outside the students to

 those that exist inside the group and inside the students themselves. My
- observations and interpretations will be followed by the results of my
‘attempt to verlfy my observations through trlangulatlon

I begin this "thick descrlptlon with a brief description of the overall

function of peer response groups in my classroom, how this fits into the
| 'theones and methods stated in chapters one and two, and how I teach writing
as a process. These things are part of the context in which peer response
- groups work, partlcularly in respect to placmg the activity within a
pedagogical scheme. , v '

In my classroom, peer response groups are usually composed of no more
than three students. I follow this policy for two reasons: it takes time for
*everyone in the group to read all the papers written by group members, and
~ the largef the group the m‘ore time it takes; secondly, three-student groups
‘makes it harder for students to have conversations on the side while
. dlscussmns between the writer and a responder are going on, because there's

o one else to talk to within the group. As a teacher, I find that having ten
- groups in a room is no different than having seven, although it is a bit more
difficult to establish enough buffer space among the groups. For this reason,
- students are allowed to occupy any part of the room they wish.
‘During the school year in which the study took place, the peer response
“format was always the same, though the instructions on the peer response
- guides would vary from assignrrien_t to assignment. Students would bring the

- second draft of their paper in a form that was rough but could be read by

others, and each student in the group would exchange with the other two.
They read the paper once through silently, then would fill out the peer
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response guide. “The guxde, de51gned by me, always contained both reader
based and criterion questlons ‘They would exchange and go through the
silent reading once again. After all members had their papers and
" accompanying peer response sheets returned, the sheets would be read
aloudfby the writer, and followed by a discussion in which the writer jotted
down any ‘particularly useful comments or th_oughts on their draft. The
students were trained to give positiVe feedback during this discussion
period - any evaluative remarks were confined to the peer response sheets.
- The ‘training was done at the beginning of the school year, and basically took
the form of modelmg I would place an anonymous student paper from the
prev1ous year on an overhead projector, and, using a sample peer response
sheet as a gu1de, would demonstrate how I wanted them to follow the
instructions. We also had some moc_k group sessions in which I tried to
demonstrate on-task and off-task conversations, as well as the use of
diplomacy and courtesy when dealing with another student's composition.
Normally the students would be given a full period (55 minutes) to engage in -
peer response. If the group felt they were running out of time, they would be
allowed to sk1p the readmg aloud portion of the activity, but it was stressed
that they must engage in discussion of each paper. ‘
As established in chapter two, there are many versions of group work in
~ composition classes that go by the name of peer response. With its
‘combination of evaluat1on and non-]udgmental feedback and inclusion of
mandatory discussion, my version looks to Bruffee and Vygotsky for
“theoretical support My response groups follow a format prescribed by me,
and although Bruffee allows for teacher-de51gned response within his
"conversation," my method is probably not as free as Bruffee's followers
would like. Peter Elbow's model of peer response, for example, eschews
teacher intervention entrrely, and is not a source of mspxratlon for me. As
reported In chapter two most peer response guldes used today contain some
~ element of evaluation, although very few employ "error hunts." My own

“ guidelines, whxch contain both reader based and criterion responses, will be
detalled later and resemble quite closely the example of Edgar Thompson s
gurde in chapter 2. Although I normally c1rcu1ate the room with the
principle intention of keeping my students conversations on task, for the
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purpose of this study and to follow the ethnographer s role of participant-
'observer, I broke from my routine to ‘become more directly involved in the
peer groups. For example, I would questlon them take notes and make
recordings. '
- Like most hrgh school teachers, I teach wrxtmg as a process, m a series of
steps. During the 1993-94 school year, my students began by a
‘brainstorming as a class activity, and then (2) Wrote arough draft that was

 followed by (3). class discussion that repeated the objectives of the

assignment. These ob]ectlves were given to them on a handout when they
- were initially assigned the composition.They then (4) wrote a second draft,
- which is called the edit draft, (5) engaged in peer response, and (6) followed
that up with a pubhcatlon draft, or final draft, that was graded and v
commented upon by me. At this point students had the option to (7) revise
the publication draft for a new grade, and were requlred torevise two.
publication drafts per semester. Students could also earn extra credit by (8)
- volunteering to read their paper aloud. ‘ v o
- The purpose of this study is to examine what goes on in peer response
“groups, and will contain its focus to that step, as well as examine the text of
papers completed for steps four and six. ' ‘
: The Partlclpants , E
Ethnographic methodology pivots on the presence of the part1c1pant-

observer because the primary empha51s on the study is on the observer's
reports. Part of the description of peer response then, must necessarlly S
~include some background information on my role in the class My part in the
- setting was as teacher-researcher, and I strongly _f_eel, as stated at the |
beginning of this chapter, that there is a need to learn more about the peer
response process in hopes of reducing the puzzlement that exists regarding
the effectiveness of peer response groups. Many quantltahve studies have
been conducted, but such research, in my opinion, needs to be augmented by
| quahtatlve studies, and these kind of studies are particularly suited to giving'
pracntloners like myself a- chance to contribute to the body of knowledge At
45-years-old, I am a relatively new, but seasoned, teacher with five years
-experience, one at the junior hlgh. and four at the high school level. My
previous career was as a newspaper reporter and editor for 15 years, during
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R which t1me 1 taught ]ournahsm at the ]umor college level. Stephen M. North
states that "ethnographic inquiry produces stories, fictions" (North 277). It's
hoped that my writing background further quahfles me for that task. |
_ ' I'm quite‘ active within my school: I inaugurated the Honors Eng_lish

program at the 9th grade level, brought the journalism program (school

paper) from the auspices of the RSP program to the department of English
where it belongs, and proposed a creative wrltlng class that has been
| approved and filled for the upcoming year. More importantly, for the
purposes of this study, I seem to be perceived by the students as a flexible,
accesible teacher who is easy to talk to and open to student ideas.

'Continuing to move from the outside inward in describing the peer

response process in my classes, I proceed to an overview of the students
participating in the study. There were six ninth grade Honors English
students and six eleventh grade English students enrolled at Serrano High

School in the school year of 1993-94. The students, nine glrls and three boys,

were selected on the basis of cooperatlon and commitment to the writing

process, and were therefore some of the more successful students. The final
grades of the students were two C's, seven B's and three A's. This
configutation of stlidents, neither random nor representative of the whole, is
fine for ethnographic studies. The fact that the students are all successful
won't skew the study, because the group's composition is only relevant to the
exact context in which the study takes place. As North points out, an
ethnographic study can't be used to lead to generalizations because "the
social discourse that is the primary object of Ethnographic inquiry represents

a one-time, unrecoverable phenomenom" (North 310). In fact, he makes it

clear that "things can never come to mean in quite the same way twice"

(North 310). What I did gain from the selection of these fairly successful

students was their willingness to talk, which was essential to gathering
' mformatlon, and to the process of peer response itself.

The income level of the families of the student parhcxpants is unknown,
although a rough gauge could be provided by their parents' occupations,
which are known. Eleven of the parents were professionals, seven were blue

“collar (non-management) workers an'd six were housewives; |

The students initially teamed up by themselves, and so could the response
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| grOupﬁs‘l co'_uld be considered "friendshlp-generated. |

R , TheSettmg RS . v
: The study took place durmg a six-month perlod in the latter half of the -
1993-94 school year at Serrano High School. Serrano has 9th through 12th
grades, and is the only high school of the Snowhne School District, which ‘
o encompasses a geograph1cal area that 1ncludes desert, foothills and mountain

u - communities. The school has a student populatlon of 1 ,350 that over the past_

~ five years has been expandmg at the rate of over 100 students a year The
»*school draws most of its students from the foothill commumtles, but the
town of Wr1ghtwood in’ the mountams, with a population of 3, 500, ,
“contributes’ srgn1f1cantly, erghtwood is a commuter suburb for professional =
workers from Los Angeles to the high desert Consequently, the students
. from these families usually have computers and a small resource llbrary at
~ home. The foothlll commumtles are loosely zoned and. many of the famllles
~ like privacy and open space to raise ammals The 4-H program at Serrano has"
vf remamed popular desplte a change in recent years from rural dwellers. to
'rural-suburban dwellers who forgo the animals for ATC's. Some of the
- poorest famlhes in the district hve in. the foothllls, sometlmes in motorhomes
- without bathroom plumbmg o S | |
= ~ Serrano High School did very well compared to the rest of the . county in
~ the CLAS tests for 1992 wh1ch were released in 1993. The school placed an
.overall second in performance, and the Enghsh scores were all above
| _' average The school is evenly d1v1ded between vocational and scholastlc |

~ studies, although the most recent developments (such as a growmg emphasis =~

“on passing the Advanced Placement Test and the construction of a computer .
technology center) have favored the college-bound students. L
-~ The school is located in the largest of the foothill communltles the
wumncorporated town of Phelan It's an area of rapxd growth even in the |
- _current sluggish Cahforma economy, wh1ch is why our school district has R

- construction funds when many districts are w1thout funds at all The school -

o _' s in the midst of a massive expansmn pro]ect that will give the h1gh school a

~ new science w1ng, performmg arts center and doubled gymnasmm by the o .
| 'end of 1995. | , e | =




There is no ir\dustry__in Phelan,’other than rhe Se_rVice industry, and' ‘

residents commute -A.'t'o‘ the high desert cities of nearby Hesperia or Victorville,
or "down the hill" to the Inland Empire and further. o

| All in all, the foothill communities are undergoing the change: from
dwellers who were drawn to the wide open spaces to get away from it all,
independent desert rats with ]unk cars and corrugated tin roofs on their
- ramshackle homes to a bedroom commumty for young families buying their
first home.

Peer Response Groups in Action

The four groups, two ninth grade Honors English and two eleventh grade
English, were observed over a six-month period. The response sessions that I
observed and partlcrpated in involved the following five assignments: state a
problem and solution; relate a significant autobiographical incident; argue a
position; do a literature analysis; and write a short story. These are all typical
high school writing assignments, with word length usually 300 to 500 words.
They also correspond to the "writing domains" that are tested by CLAS tests.

‘Group A v
Russell, Arriana and Jennifer are eleventh graders in an afternoon class.
- Russell, 17, is a first-string quarterback on the football team, a good student -
real sports scholarship‘ material for a small college - who has a problem with
taking life too seriously, a trait not uncorrimo'n in a teenager. Russell's plans
to become a major league baseball player, and if that falls through, would
like to have a career in the medical field. His father is a superintendent at a
steel mill and his mother is a campus monitor at an elementary school.
Russell doesn't read or write anything for fun. The drawback to peer

o response, he says, | is "if you have a screwball read ydur work it will be a-

waste of time." v
He doesn't have to worry about that with his two partners, who write quite
well and on occasion can be a little precocious. Arriana,16, is consrdermg a
career in cultural studies, psychology or plastic surgery. Her father is a
wastewater management executive and her mother is a housewife. She says
 she finds school boring at times. "I like it when teachers get excited about the
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assrgnment .Anstead of saying, in this monotone, ‘here it is. It's worth X
points.' They make it look zestier, sexier instead of that borlng old Jane and
Fred." For Arriana, peer response groups have a built-in problem: "A Big
~one! The person who read or responded, whatever, was ]ust too nice so
nothing was accomphshed " _ _

]enmfer 16, puts out her own alternatxve music magazme writes poetry

and short stories, reads a half—dozen books over the summer and is one of the
better writers in the eleventh grade Her father is attendmg nursing school
and her mother is a- Reglstered Nurse, seeking a BSN degree. Her career goal
: isto work in the ]ournahsm field or as an environmental engineer. She agrees
- with Arriana about the value of peer response in general It doesn' t always
work well because ' sometlmes they aren't honest .they don't want to hurt
your feelmgs ‘ .

When these three students form their group, they usually like to leave the
seats in rows, and seat themselves one in front of the other, with Russell
51tt1_ng in the back. As they take out their papers - the a551gnment was to relate
an autobiographical incident in which they showed some kind of courage
~(We're reading Red Badge Of Courage) - the two girls are lpaughing_about

some personal courageous incident of Jennifer's that is apparently too risque
for the purposes of this essay. It won't be hard to guess Russell's topic: it's
-guaranteed‘ that he has written about his exploits in either baseball or
football. The girls are in a gabby"mood and would probably like to continue
 talking but my observational gaze gets them down to business. Russell has
Arriana's paper and is amazed by Arriana's verbage. "Mine? Wait'll you get
Jennifer's!" she says, waving Jennifer's five-page paper. They are soon intently
readmg each other's essay.. they ve been told not to write anything on the

- peer response sheet until they've read the paper once through, but Jennifer
likes to jot down things as she goes along. Occasionally remarks are made,
- some "ooh's and ahh 's" about one thing or another,,and it strikes me that I

- should have copies of »their work and be able to read what they're reading.
"~ The peer response guide for this particular assignment isa two-parter° the
first two questions are brought into the session by the writer of the paper,
“who asks the responder to look at certain elements of the paper that the |
~ writer happens to be concerned about; and the second part is composed of
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five questions supphed by me. The following were my questions for thls
| a851gnment

Autobzographzcal Inczdent Response Guide

(1) What was the most interesting part of the paper" Why?

(2) Does the opening paragraph try to catch the reader's attention?

Why? Is there another part of the paper that mlght make a better

~ opening paragraph?

(3) What was the most detailed part of the paper?

(4) Did you relate to the writer's incident? How?

(5) Scan the paper and underline where: ,
(a) there are too many sentences in a row of a similar length
(b) the same words are used over agaln

It takes them about 25 minutes, so now there's only 20 minutes left in the
period, to accomplish the filling out of the response sheet and the discussion.
The idea is to talk roughly the same length of time about each paper, but
this group's discussion typically sta_rfs out methodical and then quickly
degenerates into talking about the most interesting paper of the three. Even
though they profess not to like a responder to be too nice, this is, in fact, one
way of avoiding ’any negative comments. They give the impression that it's
much more fun to respond and relate to the ideas (primarily) and the writing
(secondarily). ' -
I remind them that time is short and that they should try to talk about
-everyone's paper. As I've stated, all my students have been trained, via
modeling of sample papers, how to carry on a discussion.There are no
guidelines for discussion other than to speak about the paper itself, and the
“emotions the paper generated. They' ve been told to review the response sheet
when the discussion bogs down. For example, the first question on the
response sheet for this assignment, which asks them to identify the most
interesting part of the paper, is one quite common to all assignments, and
they've been instructed that conversations not specifically about the paper at
hand should be kept to a minimum. Th_éy've been told that if the essay
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~mentions surfmg, there s no need to talk about the1r own surfmg experlences v

- what's important how and what the composition says. Saying too much and
'gomg off on tangents can be a problem, but so can saying too little. There are

'_ always some groups that manage to accomphsh the entire peer response

assignment in fifteen minutes. To dlscourage this, they've. been told to ask the
- person talking to explain why they believe the way they do about the paper. |

"Tell why!" is a repeated dictum to my students, both as responders and as

3 wrlters

* They decide to dlSCUSS ]ennlfer s first. This is not an 1dle suggestion. Of the
~ three essays, it is the most thought—provokmg Jennifer has written about a
time when she was w1th three glrls who were getting hlgh on marijuana and -

~ she refused to 1ndulge Asl stated, they rate content much higher than
wr1t1ng style. Russel moves his chair out into the aisle so that he can have eye-‘ -‘
contact with Arriana in the seat up front. o

Arnana ~ Igot the feeling reading your paper.. you really made them feel
| * stupid for doing drugs, but they didn't want to let it show.
Jennifer:  Yeah. I wanted to get out of there, but I was with them, so we
. wereall sitting around and I wasn't doing'any' it was weird.
Russell:_ N If it was a bunch of guys, they'd be callmg you all sorts of
. " names. There d be a lot more pressure and -
Arriana: ~ That's because guys are dumb. . :
 Russell: = She'd probably have to walk home they d leave her there.
~ Jennifer: It was funny. They were telling me how it was great that I didn't N

v ~ give in to peer pressure, but they kept smoking. : ,
Arriana: Yeah I hked that part. You had alot of good details. You should
" " have put more detalls in the begmmng, I think, it needed some
o more details in the beginning but the end was great. _
Russell: ~ Iliked the beglnmng because everythmg is described as gomg
- great and she's real comfortable and everythlng changes When
her friends pull out the pot. ' o

~ Arriana:  Tliked how you described feehng 11ke a "fugatxve when you
_ ~ were trying to find a place to get high.
Jennifer:  (Laughing) That's how it was. |
‘Arriana: I understood everythmg except when you sald how they used a :
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R o can for smokmg pot you need to explam that
© Jennifer:  Uh-huh. G e

* Arriana: And when you talk about them ]umpmg out the wmdow, you
T need to put more detarls there that could be a little better.

S ]en'ri‘ifer:] 3 ~ Yeah. I dldn 't know how to descrrbe that if that should be a

E brgger part of the begmmng I sort of wanted to get on to the

- " next part, I d1dn t want to make it too long ‘

' Arriana:  Your story was good it wasn't too long 1 really hked it.
"Russell:- j’Oh yeah 1t was great Ihked 1t too R

Throughout the f1ve sessrons that I observed of thrs group, the glrls o

i typlcally dominated the d1scussmns Even though Russell wrote well and

’ carefully, he never showed much interest in talkmg about wrrtmg Arriana

kand Jennifer were the ones to actually refer to spec1f1c words and. phrases to

" get close to the text itself. Russel's comments were little trrﬂes ‘echoes of

* _somethmg somebody else had sard remarks that had lrttle influence on what

S ;was ‘being said, mainly side-comments about the content and ideas expressed ,

“in the wrltmg rather than the way it was wrrtten, he was obv1ously less -

o 'confrdent about analyzing style.

" And desprte the considerable creative talent of the group as a whole they -
u_fjtseldom made suggestrons about the kind of detalls, for example, that could

B be. added There was a lazmess to their respondmg ThlS is also true of the -

o comments made on the peer response sheets, although with the ‘papers rlght |

in front of the responders, the written remarks did tend to be more involved.
5 ‘s_]enmfer s written response to Arriana’ s paper (Arrrana s autobrographrcal ,
~incident was about a valedrctorran speech she gave in the erghth grade) for e

i ’»example 'showed a little more depth:

Maybe you should shorten a httle bit of the part where you re dorng the
speech just use more specrfrc detalls You tend. to sound monotonous
© . where you start to" ‘mess up' in your speech Try to use another phrase, R _
- like'I lost track of what I was saymg or somethmg Also shorten the i

begmnmg with gettmg dressed a little. Use more specrfrc detarls 1nstead | :,' -

- of repeating yourself by usrng drfferent wordmgs
In talkmg w1th the group, I'd asked them, in hght of the personal nature of




' ’some wr1t1ng a551gnments such as the autoblographlcal 1nc1dent if they ever

- o felt uncomfortable having another student read their work. ]enn1fer rephed
IR thmk people get uncomfortable because their wrltlng is like part of

B ‘themselves, and they dont want those other people to see that. I'm like that I

B 'usually write more of what I feel if I know only the teacher will see it."
Arrrana had a d1fferent take on the sub]ect "Some people feel

- _uncomfortable because they have been constantly ragged on by their parents o

~and they are afraid thelr peers will do the same it just gives you low self
‘esteem. 1 feel uncomfortable when it's a new class or when the paper is kind
of personal, although if it's funny it's ok. Or 1f erghty percent of the class isn't
" too bright I don t feel comfortable." ' .
‘Russell saw 1t m 51mpler terms' "People get uncomfortable because they're
"afra1d the person won 't agree with What they say or thrnk 1t s stupld I dont :
' »really feel this way...I don't care." - . : v '
To a great degree, the students perceptron of thernselves naturally affects
: therr participation in peer response. Russell, conditioned to not show fear on

- a ball field and often looked up to as a team leader, says he doesn't care

“about what people thrnk whereas Arrlana s only uncomfortable around

g students who see her asa school grrl as a nerd. ]enmfer tends to be a bookish, :

’prlvate person, and prefers to write to the teacher as her audience. :
- Overall, Group A often appears to be a productive group that follows the o
. instructions on the peer response sheet very well. On the surface, then, they
take care of busmess But I always had the feeling that underlymg their -
- .efforts was the attltude that they were gomg through the motions as good o
v k-v'students, that they felt that it would be too much effort to truly re-work the -
| | papers. And they never took a chance at really al1enat1ng each other by
msrstmg that a paper needed any major rev1srons All'i m all, they were too
~ content with the materlal at hand |

. : _ Group B _ - .
- Rachael Paul and Kl‘lStl are ninth grade Honors Enghsh students ina
: second-penod mornlng class. Rachael 15, enjoys science and math and plans
" 'to become an oceanographer Englxsh is far from her favorlte sub]ect and -

L she 'S enrolled in Honors Enghsh only because her parents want her to take



honors classes. She can be a little obstmate at tlmes, and when pressed to
“decide what paper of hers she likes best, she always says, "the one the teacher :
| likes." Typlcally, she declined to reveal the occupation-of her parents.

- Although she reads well, she says she "hates" reading and never writes for the
fun of it. She acknowledges that peer response groups in composition can be

- useful because "another student can see flaws in your paper that you don't
see," but she often doesn't trust the responder "They may not care and

they're just domg it because they have to, so they just read it and say it's
perfect.” ‘

-Kristi, 15, is a very brlght quiet student who would 11ke to become a
doctor. Her ‘parents are both involved in odd jobs: her father and mother both
work at the local ski lodge in the winter and in the summer her father is in the
cement business while her mother earns money working as a mountain camp
cook and "cake decorator.” Although she often has the right answers, she
seldom volunteers during class discussion. She is the kind of student that
takes notes while she reads literature, to help her’remernber details of the
story, and she reads a book every two or three weeks during the summer. She
believes that peer response groups are useful because she says she has "a
hard time putting sentences so that they make sense and aren't repeated," but
admits that sometimes she doesn't like response sessions because the
‘responder may "make changes that you didn't want." -
 The third member of the group, Paul, 15, is a small, frail boy.He is the son .
of an architect and nurse, would like to be a pharmac1st and has an obsessxon
with good grades and aims to be the class valedictorian. He constantly frets
over small errors and exhibits hlgh anxxety when given a major assignment.
He is often teased about this behavior by his teachers and other students. He
doesn't do any recreational wrltmg, but is an avid reader, reading up to a
half-dozen books over the summer. When asked to list both the benefits and
drawbacks of his prior experience with peer response, Paul says, "When the
© writer reads their own paper everything is clear and logical but another
student may read the same paper and not feel the same way. But sometimes
they find problems which is good but they often don't explam how to fix
them." ~ :

When they form their respOnse :group, these three studentsvlike tositon
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the floor down i ina corner of the room, as far away as p0551b1e from the n01se :
- of the other groups. Paul can't find his essay at first, which causes him great i
consternation, much to the delight of the two glrls, who begm to tease him
about it. There is shuffling of papers, drawing my attention and bringing me
over...which only further agitates him, haturally. I take paft in the conspiracy‘
and question him in a mock-serious voice. Paul finds his paper and the three
exchange. The assignment is an interpretation paper, requiring the student to
take a position on some aspect of either of two novels they'd read, To Kill A |
Mockingbird, and Great Expectations, and support it via quotations from the |
book. They read silently, saying nothing to each other except to inquire about
the spelling of a word, knowing that I want them to read the paper from start
to finish first, without stopping to discuss it. Rachael makes a note or two on
Paul's paper as she reads. - |

Interpretation Paper Response Guide
(1) If you had to change one part of the paper

(a) which part would it be?

(b) how would you change it?

(c) why would you change it? .
(2) Good writing always has a main idea (expressed in the thesis
statement) that is referred to throughout the paper. Underline the
paper’s main idea, read the rest of the paper agaln while
answering the following: |

(a) how many tlmes was the main idea of the paper referred

to?

(b) did this paper ever go to far off—track from the main

“idea?
(3) Put a check in the margin where you find a specific example or
quote from the book that is evidence of what the writer is saying.
(4) Circle the areas that you think might be errors in spelling,
punctutation, grammar. You don't have to be positive that it's
wrong, the circled words just tell the writer that they need to check
it themselves.
(5) What was the most 1nterest1ng thing that the writer said about
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the book?

When they are done there's about 15 minutes left in the period. Paul
praises Kristi's paper. She said the same ideas as he did, but it sounded so
much better than his, he tells her. Kristi says that she thinks it's her best paper
and I ask her why. "I spent a really long time writing the rough draft,” she
explains, "I kept stopping because I didn't know what to say. I had to look at
the assignment sheet over and over." There's a silence and the discussion
can't quite get going beyond how great Kristi's paper is. Unlike the
autobiographical essay assignment, where each paper is different in content,
this assignment involves readings common to everyone, and possibly similar
ideas. If there's an element of competition, however, it's not apparént. I ask
them if reading somebody else's paper helped them understand their own
paper better, and if there were ahy parts that their papers had in common
with each other. The rationale for my questions a simple one: I wanted them
to be able to learn from each other, and be able to see another perspectlve to
accomphshmg the same task.

Paul: Kristi did a good job putting the quotes in there. You can see
how to do it when somebody else does it, but it's hard
sometimes to do it yourself. I always want to...to just copy the
whole sentence. Just put it on the paper. Kristi was good at
attaching the quote to a sentence.

Rachael: I guess...it's all the same stuff. I mean, the papers were all alike
because we all were doing the same assignment. H
Kristi: You took a different book. You did Great Expectations. Paul
and I did To Kill A Mockingbird.
Rachael: Yeah. But I mean, everyone just puts down ideas they heard in
class. Everyone's got the same 1deas I think. It's so dumb.
Paul: Well it's how you say it, too.
Kristi: Yeah. Actually, I liked your conclusion a lot better than mine

(referring to Rachael). You made it repeat the same idea in the

first paragraph but it didn't sound like you were just copying it
over. I never can do the conclusions because I'm all done...I
don't have anything more to say. It's like, now what? I said
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" Paul:

Rachael:

everything. And so I just repeat whatever I said in the first
paragraph. | - B
I'm the same way. I don't have anythlng more to say in the

~conclusion. _
I just sum everything up. Isn't that a conclusion?

(They turn to me)

. Me:

-~ Kristi:

~ Paul:

,Rachaelz

Yes, it's one kind of a conclusion. What other problems dld ‘you

‘have domg the paper’

After I read their papers I thought that maybe Idid go off the
main idea...I think everybody had that problem a little bit. It's
hard to not talk about other things that are in the book.

1 think everybody had good quotes. I thought that was gomg to

areal hard part, but it wasn't hard at all.
That's what I mean. Everybody used the same quotes because
those were the ones that we heard in class, that's why I think

‘ everybody has the same ideas. |

(Paul turns to me)

- »Pau,l.

Me:

Kristi:
- Paul:

Rachael

- Can you ]ust say that the theme is "you can't tell a book by its

cover" or do you have to explain what that means?
You have to elaborate a little. You have to be more specific than
that. When you say the theme you're being general, you're

‘generalizing, but you have to add more, about how people are,
~ not books. | |

I think I need to change mine then.

" Yeah, you kept saying that same thmg, 'you can't judge a book

- by its cover," over and over.
Paul, hold up your paper for Mr Buchta

(He meekly does so)

Rachael:

-~ Me:
- Paul:

~ Rachael:

‘Doesn t he have too many paragraphs.

It's hard to say without readmg it. It doee look kind of choppy
That's because I type everything. It looks shorter than it really is.

I think you dxd it because the requirements say a "multi-

paragraph essay, ' but the way you did it...it belittles the entire
paper. - ' B



Paul: Ex-cuse me.

Although this session isn't necessarily representative of the group, this
seems to be a good example of the kind of conversation that Bruffee would
appreciate. The students feel secure enough to challenge each other but don't
descend into strictly negative evaluation of each other's papers. And the talk
is closely focused on the assignment, although this was not necessairly the
case in my other observations of this group, and is somewhat attributable to
the nature of the assignment itself. An interpretation of literature, unlike an
assignment where a student's memories are called into play, leaves little
room for tangential excursions. So, the students here do maintain a
conversation that stays within the realm of the act of writing, which is all
Bruffee and a teacher could hope for. In fact,} there is also a bit of what might
be considered as an example of Bruffee's abnormal discourse: conversation
that challenges authority and adds a little chaos and doubt to the mix. |
Rachael says that all the students seem to have the same ideas, recognizing
that students will take the road most traveled, secure in the knowledge that it
can't be totally wrong if the teacher already agreed with it in class. I call these
"classroom cliches" because the information is something that is obvious, that
has been hammered home so often that the students who uses this
information aren_'f thinking for themselves, are actually dabbling in a form of
cliche. _ ' |
On thé other hand, Rachael doesn't really offer any new possibilities with
her observations. She often gives the air of someone who doesn't really
believe in the system, who sees no value in peer response groups. It's a kind
of a "why bother?" attitude that occasinally bogs down the group's
productivity. There seems to be a fine line between advancing knowledge
through questioning of the status quo and placing the act of writing and
conversing in a defeatest, negative light. Accordingly, Rachael tends to play
down any contribution she makes, such as when she deflects praise for her
concluding paragraph by saying "I just sum everything up."

Rachael tends to feel most comfortable when being evaluative, and this is
perhaps due to the fact that it is a role she's played out in peer response
groups in middle school. Her aggressive nature isn't content with
responding positively and constructively, although there is always room for
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constructive criticism, despite my instructions to keep the conversation non-
judgmental. As stated in the previous chapter, a non-judgmental remark is
one that focuses on how the language and ideas affect the reader, and what
seems to work best. More problematic is this groups tendancy, in other peer
response sessions, to allow Rachael's remarks to steer the them away from
~ from anything but superficial matters. Their conversation about the
assignment often comes to a quick end, and they fill the time with small talk.
In an individual interview Paul stated that sometimes his group finds his
papers "stupid or illogical" when he really doesn't see any problems. I found
this interesting because nowhere in my notes is there any evidence of the girls
criticizing his work in this manner, suggesting the possibilty that this is how
he feels, that this is his overly self-conscious translation of their comments.
When Rachael was questioned individually about making comments in a
‘peer response session, she replied, "I don't expect them to take my advice or
_"whatevver, I just say what I think." This disbelief in the value of her own role
in the response process underlies a lot of her behavior, and affects the
productivity of the group as a whole, athough sometimes "productivity" is a
relative term and Bruffee would perhaps argue that everythmg within the
: realm of conversatlon is, in fact, productlve

, Group C
Marcos, Wendy and Heather, eleventh graders are the members of a
- somewhat unique group because all three had me as their language arts
teacher when they were in the eighth grade, during the one year I spent at the
middle school level in my district. They are all capable of high grades, enjoy
" 'my teaching style and feel very secure, which allows me to tease them a bit.
- They are a verbal group that can easily find a reason to laugh. All three
. mentioned letter-writing as their main form of recreational writing, although
 the two girls also like to write poetry, and they also read on their own.
Heather, 17, is a local beauty queen, plans to major in theater and
| mmor in journalism when she attends college. Her mother is a housew1fe and
her father i is a fireman. Heather has a strong desire to succeed, and a
willingness to write a paper over as many times as necessary to achieve a
high grade. She's not a hlghly orlgmal thinker, but she is always careful to



follow the assignment to the letter. When asked if she usually takes her
group's advice, she replied, "I usually think about it first. It's my option if I
want to use their advice in my paper. Sometimes thelr adv1ce can give me
' different ideas which will benefit my paper.”

Marcos, 16, is thmkmg about becoming a teacher or a lawyer. His
mother is a marketing consultant and his father owns his own rubber
products business. When he was younger Marcos was a bit volatile and
could be offended somewhat easily, but he's shedding these quahtl.es as he
mafures. ‘When he volunteers in class, which is often, it's done with a sense of
humor and bravado that gives the class the signal that he's no teacher's pet,
and his answers are sometimes designed to get a shocked response from the
teacher. As a result, he can be counter-productive, but he knows me well
enough to know where the line is drawn bétWeen providing a bit of humor
and actually being disruptive and will often try to make up for any outbursts
by subsequently making some intelligent contributions. Marcos frankly
‘assesses peer response groups like this: “There are benefits from others -

N readmg my paper, such as mechanical errors, grammatlcal errors or 1f the
: paper just plam out sucks." .
Wendy, 16, has impeccable penmanship, writes two to three tlmes more
~than is requlred, and likes to please her teachers; Wendy will bail out a
” failing discussion, volunteer to read, try to answer the difficult questioh and
volunteer to read her own work first. Her father does auto body work fora
truckmg company and her mother is a teacher's assistant. Her writing has a
poetic, lyrical quahty, full of well-described images and is quite metaphonc
She is also one of the best readers in my classes and I call on her whenever the
~ class read-aloud sessions start to drag. o | | |
Wendy enjoys exchanging papers, has a sense of audlence in her peers
which therefore makes the process more enjoyable for her. When pressed to
come up with a drawback to peer response, she says that "differences of
opinion can sometimes be a problem." She's expressing one of the most
common complamts, that students often ignore the composition and focus on’
the opinion being stated, particularly when reading each other's

- controversial issue essays.

~ This group always seats itself for optimum discussibn, facing each other in
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a tight circle of three desks. Despite- my instructions to save their comments
for the discussion period of the response session, Marcos is simply incapable
of silently reading without making remarks, although they are nearly always
of a pure reader-response nature, pos1t1ve and engaged with the topic rather
than in a critique of how it's being wntten Both members of his group write
well and he clearly enjoys reading their papers and being in their company,
paricularly Wendy's. Over the course of the year, Wendy and Marcos, who
sit next to each other in class, developed a close relationship. Although each
one already has a boyfriend/girlfriend, the two are good friends, and there
seem to be sparks between them that could be the beginnings of a romance.
This is a double-edged sword: on the one hand, this leads to a lot of gossip
and giggling when they should be discussing their papers, but on the other, .
Wendy wants to please the teacher and Marcos wants to please Wendy, which
therefore results in Marcos doing things that please the teacher. High school
teachers never underestimate the influence of romantic entanglements on
‘classroom chemistry; it can change from day to day and a wise teacher
doesn't challenge and mock those who are down in the dumps over love. In
this case, however, this apparently budding romance has proven to be more
prodnctive than not. Marcos puts a lot of effort into his papers and takes
delight in surprising Wendy with his own work; he's clearly writing for an
audience of one. ‘

(Individual interview)

Marcos: I hope you don't change the groups I hate that. Teachers are
o ) “always changmg everything. v
Me: I never said I would. I 'just want you to do less gossxpmg and
- more talkmg about your papers. '
 Marcos:  Sometimes it seems like that, but most of the time we're really

talking about stuff in the papers. We're just having so much fun,

laughing and everythmg that it seems like we're not doing what o

~ you want...but you said that it was okay to talk about...to
respond to whatever they write. We give each other ideas. And |
Wendy wrltes SO well so does Heather, that I get a lot of ideas
how to improve my paper And sometimes I help them, too.
Me: I hope you do. Everybody needs an ec_litor, even writers like
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them. ' '
- Marcos: Yeah Like today I told Wendy that she talked too much
about the problems and not enough about the solutions, llke
- you said. _ '

What Marcos says about group dxscussxons that seem to be off-task is true.
“This is one of the inherent problems with allowing, and encouraging, a non-
judgmental response to the material. Bruffee is correct about the value of
' convers_ation,_but the c:onver_sationf must obviously relate to the process of
‘ writihg or thinking about the writing in some way. During the course of the
five assignments that were monitored, this group carried on a discussion
completely unrelated to the a551gnment up to fifty percent of the time. When

criticized by me for this habit, they seemed not to really be convinced of the
error of their ways. They defended themselves by saying that they felt they
had gotten the "work" done nonetheless, and that sometimes they just didn't
have anything to say other than what they wrote on the peer response sheets
“or already had said.
When this group did talk about some aspect of the writing they usually
discussed favorite parts and why they were good, and when the discussion
- became evaluative, they would talk about general overall structural
problems, like a dull opening paragraph, a lack of enough examples or a
need to get more directly to the point. I was once called upon to arbitrate a
disagreement on the latter, between Marcos and Heather. The assignment was
a problem/solution paper, and Marcos said that she wanted him to change
his whole essay when it was really a matter of her ‘approach differing from
his. ‘ '
Marcos: I just don't want to change it like that. I don't see why it makes a
' -difference. I like to let the reader gradually find out what the
- problem is, first kind of talk about what happens when people
get welfare and don't ever get off it. ‘
‘Heather: I think he should get more to the point because I couldn't really
B tell what the problem was...I thought maybe it was about drugs
L or something. |
‘Marcos:  In her paper, she likes goes from zero to sixty in one sentence.
She gets right to it...but I didn't write mine that way.
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I felt that the best advice f'or: Marcos was to try for a shorter set up time,
but that there was nothing wrong with Marcos revealing the problem by first
- describing its effects. In another peer response session, this one for a
controversial essay paper, Marcos found his work the subject of severe
scrutiny when he adopted a pro-abortion stance. This was a clear case of him
against the girls, and it had nothing to do with the way he wrote his paper,
but with the positioh he'd taken. The girls aggresively attacked his o‘pening: ’
"Some women are dding the kids a favor" by repeatedly questioning how
killing them could possibly be a favor, even though I felt he had sufficiently
explained his position. They also vehemently argued that he was making
numerous generalizations, such as when he stated that a poor kid only has a
future in "drug dealing," and that he didn't ihclude enough "scientific facts"
to support his argument. They also both wrote the question "how about
adoption?" several times on his paper. They were both incensed by his
position, and apparently took it out on his paper. The discussion became a
" debate, with Marcos giving no ground. Apparently his desire to impress
Wendy didn't override his own defense mechanism, at least at the moment.
From a critical thinking and verbal exercise point of view, the session was a
success. In my opinion, however, I would have preferred that his paper, the
text itself, be a bigger part of their conversation. It was left on the sidelines,
not part of the real action that was taking place within the group. I question
which is more important: the idea or how its expressed? It would seem that
the whole idea of writing is the ability to express ideas, and if the ideas strike
the reader as unsupported or ill-conceived, then the ideas themselves are
weakened. On the other hand, the issue is also whether the students have
been taught to understand this as well. Perhaps the modeling and the
assignment didn't make this clear. i '

Overall, this group assumed it was doing its job and had the grades to N
prove it. Nevertheless, I observed them to be very ineffective at times.

Group D

Jillian, Amanda and Sarah compose a group of ninth grade Honors
students who meet first thing in the morning. Of the four groups studied, this
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‘one tries the hardest to follow my instructions and really seems to utilize the
peer response activity for personal improvement. My reported observations -
of the first three groups focused on the ‘conversation' that took place during
peer response sessions; the report of observations of Group D will include
those as well, but will also take a closer look at the written responses entered |
on the peer response sheets. _ _
Amanda, 14, usually turns in cosmetically perfect homework assignments
that have been written on a computer. Her father is a successful building
contractor who also owns a large hardware store in the area, her mother is a
hdmemaker, and her older sister is an excellent student. Amanda devours
books over the summer,"reading ten to twenty, mostly fiction by women
writers, and when she has time, will do recreational writing. Shé seems to
* have a superior understanding of the writing process; Amanda sees her first
drafts as "a blob of raw ideas...I can keep the thoughts and main ideas and
work around them on the other drafts."” Amanda feels that peer response
activities are ’only useful if all the students in the group are on the "same
level." 4
Jillian, 14, consistently scores the highest composition grades in class, and
frequently expresses strong opinions. When she's writing, she feels that ideas
are more important than the language used to express them. Jillian says that
she seldom reads for fun but loves to write poems and poetry. Her father is a
- computer programmer and her mother is a homemaker who is very active in
parent organizations in our school. She says that the problem with peer
response is that other students "don't read it with the enthusiasm of the
writer...I like to read my own writing and I will change things on my own."
-Sarah, 14, is quite smart but can be easily frustrated at times. She also can
be critical of everything around her: teachers, other stu}dents, assignments,
etc. Her father is a computer instructor and her mother is manager of a local
store. Sarah writes serious, dark poems that she defines as "Weird," and
enjoys reading biographies on her favorite rock and television stars. She says.
that she's not always comfortable with sharing her work: "I sometimes feel
this way when someone who knows they're a good writer reads my work, or
if I write on something that's embarrassing." |
As is usually the case with response groﬁps, the positions of each group in
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the classroom environment are usually the same for each session; there is a
kind of territoritality at work. This group likes to sit side-by-side on the
floor, with their backs to the same wall, in an empty space by the classroom
door. They are normally very quick to remove their essays from lt'heir binders
- and exchange them. They like to hold mini-debriefings after the first
exchange, although I encourage them to save their discussion until after each
student's work has been read by the other two members.

One of my favorite essay assignments is the ' problem/ solution” paper, a
~ staple of many English classrooms. The student is required to describe a
~ community problem (can be a group of friends, family, village, country or
global community), and then prov’ide‘a solution for the problem. Amanda's
problem was rather uninspired: smog. Jillian and Sarah's papers, however,
- were more interesting. Jillian argued that the prohibition of prayer at the
high school graduation was a problem for those who believe in God and the
power of prayer. Sarah chose to write about the gossip and backstabbing that
goes on among her friends. I noticed that their comments on the peer
- response sheets, which contained questions that were more evaluative than
usual (focusing on the interest level of the introduction, the listing of causes
and effects, the logic of the solution, paragraph organization, run-on
sentences and the mechanics of spelling and grammar), were quite benign in
nature: they all were quite approving of each other's introductory
paragraph, found the solutions completely logical and gave very general
responses when asked to identify the causes of the pfoblems. For example,
although the cause of Jillian's problem - that prayer is not allowed at the
graduation ceremony - would have to be the school board, both Sarah and
Amanda saw the case as: "our rights are being imposed upon" or "our
Constitution guarantees freedom of religion.” They mistook the problem's
effects as the problem's cause. As for the mechanics of spelling and grammar,
no run-on sentences or grammatical errors were found in any paper, but both
Sarah and Jillian zeroed in on Amanda's poor spelling. It seemed to me at the
time that their answers on those response sheets would do little to help them
improve their papers; in fact, could be construed as a de-motivating « element
of the process: why change a thing when' everything is wonderful?

Things got a little more interesting when I joined the group discussion and
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“asked them to re-thlnk their comments When I asked Sarah, knowmg that she
needed little promptmg to release her critical nature, if she really thought
‘that Jillian's prayer problem was a problem if it only affected a minority of
students at the high school, she stated that she had been wondering about that
~ but didn't write anything on the peer response sheets. "You can just gotoa
private school if you don't like it," she argued. That provoked an instant
reply from Jillian, who maintained that it was a problem to anyone who
ibelieyed in God. Amanda concurred with this answer, but Sarah said, "You
~ can believe in God but not care about praying in public.” Jillian said, "but
some people do care, and it's a problem to them.” I myself played a part in
this conversation without saying anything. I would nod or gesture
| approvingly whenever Sarah made a point, to help bolster her attack in the

 face of Amanda and Jillian, though I was careful not to overdo it. My reason

was simply to support questioning. Probably to no one's surprise, Jillian
wearied of the argument and deflected the attention to Sarah's paper, asking
if it made a difference that Sarah admitted to gossiping herself, as being part
of the problem." Sarah responded that "everybody does it," and that she

would be wrong to leave herself out of it. Amanda sided with Sarah here,
stating that a person can know they have a problem and still not be able to
solve it. "If I drove a car I would be part of the smog problem, even though 1
wouldn't like it," she said. ’

This group had somethmg more to say when challenged by me. Without
my intervention, however, the group had lulled themselves into a state of _
contentment. Our conversationWas_good, I believe, because it made them re-
 think the basic ideas of their papers. They were asked to see these ideas from
“a different perspective; that of a critical eye that Wasn t convinced of their
basic premise, of Jillian's prayer problem and Sarah's admltted gossiping.

- Time and time again, high school teachers are reminded that students do
have a tendancy to be too nice to each other. It's obvious that they are
advocates of the idea that those who live in glass houses shouldn't throw |
stones; even the best writers don t like to assume the mantle of
authority.. that's the teacher s job, why should they endanger their ¢ own
comp051t10ns7 o ,

But this isn't always the case with this group One a551gnment asked the
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students to examine the changes that occurred to any of the main characters
they'd read so far, to look at the “roundness' of the character. The three girls

- were particularly good at g1v1ng constructive criticism when they met to -

respond to each other's interpretation papers. For example, both Sarah and
~ Amanda felt that ]1111an needed to establish the character’ s life (Scout, in To
Kill A Mockingbird) before the changes occurred to the character, to form a
foundation for change. Amanda suggested on the peer response sheet that
such 1nformat10n should be placed in the second paragraph, and her overall
| 1mpre551on was effective in its use of specific positive feedback
- "I think the paper was very good! F1x the thing that I told you about and
it will be great! I didn't see any spelhng errors but you might want to
look over it just to be sure. T th1nk you did a wonderful job using -
quotes and gave a good 1dea of why Scout was making judgments."
Jillian also focused on an area of improvement in Amanda's paper,
pointing out that she didn't have any quotes, even though they were readmg
the second draft of the assignment, and that she needed them as "proof of -

~ your (her) ideas." Jillian also was specific in the positive feedback that she

- gave on the written response sheet:
! really enjoyed reading this ‘essay. The 1ntroductlon was interesting and
it really "pulled me in." All of the information fit the essay and was put
into good paragraphs. The main idea was understandable and wise to
“choose to write about. In my opinion, this is the best paper you've:
written. The effort and improvement is vdefinitely‘notiéable."
~ One of the positive outcomes of peer response is its effect on the »
responder - students sometimes will see things in another student's writing

that relates to their own writing. Amanda had concluded that Jillian's paper -
- should have been broken into more paragraphs for clarity's sake, something

we had talked about in class. Jillian's paper had a total of five paragraphs,
Wthh., acc_ordl_ng to Amanda, was "too little." She added, "I think the last
‘paragraph should have another one added." This not?too-cleafly expresses .
her opinion that at least one more paragraph was needed at the conclusion.
Amanda's own paper, however, had only four paragraphs. Although
“paragraph length is sub]ecnve to the writing style of the author, did -
 Amanda's observation of Jillian's paragraphing cause Amanda to see the
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same poSsible problem with her own paper? A look at the students' drafts in
the following section will reveal if she indeed had done so.
What verification have I found of my observations?
Ethnographic studies create a thick description of their subject based

upon observation and participation by the observer. There's so much weight
~placed on the perspective of the observer that most ethnographers also
attempt to "verify" their findings by looking to perspectives other than their
own. By doing so, the study takes on the trappings of a more scientific
approach, but this verification is still quite limited. Sailors use triangulation
(pin pointing their location by looking to outside reference points) to find
where they are on the open sea; ethnographers also utilize other references to
aid them in describing what happened, but what happened in a group
session can't be pinpointed, because it isn't fixed in space. It's more a matter

- of including other perspectives in the thick description so we can see it more
~ fully. Each perspective fleshes out the picture of what happened.

- For the purposes of this study, these other perspectives include the
‘students answers to a questionnaire that asked them to describe what they felt
happened in their group, post-peer session oral questioning, portfolio
assessments of their work, and lastly, the actual text of their papers. The focus
 here is on the revision draft that occurs following a peer response session,
and whether it appears to reflect the written and oral comments that are -
'made during the session. The papers give an indication then, of which peer
~ comments the writer decided to address and the value or Welght the writer
placed on the comments that were made
The questionnaire was handed to the students 1mmed1ately after thelr '
session and it asked the following questions:
| - Who spoke the most? |
- Name one of the things you talked about.
- Were there any disagreements? What were they about?

- What kind of changes to your paper were recommended by your
group? ' - o
| I speculated that Amanda's writing would benefit from her response
to Jillian's paper, that she would see the same prbblem in her paper (low
number of paragraphs) that she found in Jillian's. As stated earlier, I felt this
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way because Amanda is a secure student, has been successful, believes in
“fair play" when being critical of her friend's paper, and, most importantly,
trusts her own judgment as the ultimate judgment.

An examination of the second and final drafts of Amanda's interpretation
paper reveals that she did in fact add a substantial 100-plus word paragraph
to her paper. The paragraph was placed at the end, where she elaborated on
her interpretation and added a quote for support. '

Observations of group D indicated that they had an involved, constructive
session for this assignment, and the students were asked to tell what
happened immediately afterward:

Jillian: Sarah and I found some spelling mistakes -
Amanda:  You always do! I can't spell. I learned phonetically...
Jillian: She needed more quotes too. She had really good ideas but she

needed quotes to support them. And they found things about
my paper, too. They wanted me to make my last paragraph a
little longer... | '
Sarah: And to describe Scout some more, in her paper she was talking
about the decision she made but needed to tell more about what
kind of little girl she was. '

Me: - So you did some talking other than telling each other what great
writers you are... :

Sarah: - We_are great writers...we're just telling the truth.

Jillian: - We talked a_lot about our papers this time.

A look at Amanda's final draft paper reveals that besides adding the final
paragraph, she made substantial changes, particularly by adding quotes
from the novel and explanations of these quotes. She even used one of her
responder's suggested phrases, copying it verbatim. She also added an entire
sentence to three different places in her paper. This is typical of Amanda's
approach. Amanda's final drafts always reflected what had occurred in the
group session, though the amount of change in her papers that could be
attributed to peer comments varied from paper to paper. She was the student
quoted earlier as viewing the rough draft as just a "blob of raw ideas," which
apparently allows her to view these ideas as open to revision.

This would appear to be Jillian's feeling on the subject of revision, for her
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final drafts very seldom showed any change at all. Her entire approach to
writing relies on a careful, hlghly structured first attempt. Even her rough
drafts show few crossings-out, and hardly any global changes. She is more
preoccupied with re-wordings as she moves through the first two drafts, and
by the final draft, nothing is changed. For example, she rejects her group's
suggestions on ways to improve -her’interpretation paper, even though she
acknowledges that those suggestlons are possibly valuable in the post-
~session interview. Though I would consider ]1111an fairly rigid in her
acceptance of peer oplmon, she sees herself as somewhat open to her peers.
~Ona revision scale of one to ten, with ten bemg no revisions at all, Jillian rates
- herself as a "five", saying "I like to revise some things but others Iwon't
change Evidence throughout the months of observation indicates that she

~ -doesn't change most things. This seems to work for her. Her composrtlon :

grades are usually quite high.-
Sarah who had engaged in a partlcularly splrlted dlalogue during the
session on the problem-solution paper, made no changes at all to the draft
~ read by her group. Her fmal draft was exactly the same from start to finish. I
~ had thought that the conversation that I had 1nst1gated with my questions had
o caused them to re-think their positions, but this was not the case with Sarah
and Jillian, who both used the sessions for great debate, but seldorn changed
‘what they brought into the group Sarah usually re-works her words,
‘sentences and phrases at the rough draft level, though she occasxonally
" ,completely rewrites her 1ntroductory paragraphs. ,
~ This prompted me to adjust my evaluation of good peer group
discussion: I had initially obs}erved this group to be good students who
 sometimes appeared to be too content with their work, for they appeared to
~ avoid evaluative responses and were generally very approvmg of each
other's writing. On the surface, my observations were not inconsistent with
-~ my attempts to verify them But it appears that I was over optimistic in my
- assessment of the degree to which their discussions and wrltten responses

~ were actually utilized by the wrlters “Their dlscussmns ‘were often on-task

: 4and featured the kind of thmkmg that would be consistent with Bruffee's o
- objectives of peer response, and their comments on the peer response s_heets o
- seemed to verify their sense of responsibility to the task. Nevertheless, it
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would appear that Sarah and ]1111an, two very good writers, don't really like

~ to change what they've written, and do most of their work at the early

'~ invention and rough draft stage. In attempting to account for their resistance
* to change, I examined how I was teachmg them, and I made some subsequent
changes to my gradmg The final draft is usually due one week after the peer
response session, which I feel is enough time to do revision that is more than
~ just cosmetic. Both final draft is always accompanied by thevprev1ous drafts,

~ stapled in order and including the peer response sheet. I emphasize that the

- final draft is actually a "package" and that revision is expected. I con51dered

- grading them down if they didn't solve the problems that their peers pointed
out but concluded that it would be better to simply insist that some changes
be made, whether prompted from self-examination or peer response. But the
| pedogogical change that had the greatest effect was my addition of a "process
grade" to their final draft. They received two grades, an overall final grade as
usual, and another grade of lower value, based soley on the amount of
- change made to the second (edit) draft by comparing it to-the third (final)
_draft. The weight of the process grade is one fourth the value of the flnal
grade. o
Group A (Russell, Arnana and ]ennlfer) acknowledged Russell's limited
input, as was observed in a post-session questlonnalre Arriana commented
that it was "only because Russell doesn't like writing as muéh as Jennifer and
I do." My feeling was that Jennifer and Arriana probably preferred that
Russell didn't have an active role in the group's discussions, they enjoyed
~ their two-way conversation and wouldn't tolerate too much intervention.
At the end of the year, the group was asked to arrange a list of writing

skills according to how important each one was, the list being, "details, '

opening paragraph, clarity, grammar, mechanics, flow (transitions), 1og1cal
| thinking." All three members of the group favored “clarity of writing' and
‘introductory paragraph' as the two most important skills. Jennifer used one
of the sessions as an example; "Sometimes things aren't quite clear to another
person reading the paper. You Wan_t to understand what you're reading, |

o that's a big part of it."  There is an unspoken consensus of focus among the

three, and I think this is due to the close relationship between Arria‘na and
Jennifer, a relationship centered around a mutual love of writing and a |
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respect for each other. They dictate the sessions. And Russell, who is a solid B
* student, is happy to follow their lead. There couldn't be a greater lack of
" consensus, however, when it came to the amount of revision each writer did
 following the peer response session. Generally Russell did almost nothing,
* Arriana was sporadic in her revising, and Jennifer often did extensive
- revision. It could be that Russell felt that Jennifer and Arriana were the
“toughest audience he faced, and as a'matter of personal pride Russell put
‘most of his effort into the first two drafts. The second draft, the draft that is

- read by the group, contamed many cross-outs (a typ1cal paper had 14 smgle
- words and 6 phrases) in what was perhaps his. attempt to give them some of

g :hlS best writing. And usually Russell's first draft had fewer changes. Once he
- was past the hurdle of the group session, however, his writing usually

' }showed very few changes

- As observed the group had some Very good conversatlons but had a
‘ _tendency to enter common teen language, casual and lacking specific deta11 I
~often wondered if they were engagmg deeply enough to make specific

_‘1mprovements to their papers, and my thoughts seemed Verlfxed by an

exammatlon of the post-response drafts. Russell certalnly wasn't motivated to-

- improve his paper, and although Arriana was a much better writer, she

"_' ~didn't make many changes following the response session. She did, however,
respond to the few direct suggestlons about using better words. For example,

» she completely 1gnored Jennifer's suggestlons (quoted earlier) about

shortening up sectlons of her autoblographlcal paper. As a general rule,

B ~ Arriana's style of composmon construction emphasized the rough draft,

 where she overwrote and correctedly heav1ly as she went along, making

L many global changes, addxtlons in the margins and arrows 51gnalmg the

- movement of paragraphs. ‘
]enmfer s papers underwent serious rev1sxons at every stage and she .

-5 ,followed the suggestlons of the members of her group. Jennifer is the best

| writer of the three, although Arrlana is a close second. When ]ennlfer rev1ses, '

| she changes her word order, creates new paragraphs and adds details.

: ‘ ]enmfer s autoblo,graphlcal 1nc1dent paper.was a source of great,
_ discussion, as was observed and documented earlier in this ,
- chapter.Interestingly, it became one of her most heavily revised papers, a
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form of verification of what I witnessed and suspected about Jennifer's |
writing habits. Although Jennifer usually makes changes to all her drafts,
- with or without prompting from her group members, she seemed to benefit -

from the extra attention her paper received, or perhaps was 1nsp1red to make =

. ':the paper better because of that attentlon She zealously followed Arriana's
suggestron to add descriptive details to the begmmng of her story. Jennifer
‘added street names, identified the band playing on the radio, added

o ad]ectlves to the car they were riding in. For example, she had written on the

edit draft, "The air smelled wonderful, with a crisp spring breeze ﬂowmg
~ through the trees," and on the final draft supplanted that with, "The air
~ smelled wonderful the crisp spring breeze caressing our faces as we sped
down Lone Pine Canyon Road." ’ . '
v Most significantly, Jennifer added a new 12—11ne paragraph, a passage that
bullds toward the pot smoking scene, that describes her feelings, and a brief
encounter with a jogger and her dog. I believe that ]ennlfer has a greater sense
| of audlence than most students because she publishes a music 'zine of her
own making, and that this contributes to her zest for revision and her
‘willingness to listen to Arrlana a respected reader.
. Group B (Rachel, Paul and Kristi) is a group that was observed to work in

~ fits and starts, and would easily become mired in discussion. All three write
well but their personahtles are very dxfferent and the group chemlstry
. suffers for it, accordlng to my field notes, with Rachel able to subvert the
”-peer response process and Paul extremely sens1t1ve to perceived criticism.

~ As with all groups, a questionnaire was handed out at the end of every

observatlon, and it asked the students to describe whaf went on during the
peer response session. Paul verified my suspicions when he once said, "They
(Kristi and Rachel) really don't ever agree with me and I don't like that,"
. which I found to be overly sensitive in light of what I observed He
o complamed more than once of the girls conspiring to cr1t1c1ze some part of

_ his paper. Nevertheless, he must have seen the value in their comments,

‘because the final draft of his papers always reflected the suggestions the girls

: E made durmg the peer response sessmn His hterary analysxs paper, for
 example, S | :
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‘underwent extenswe changes at two critical sectlons the begmnmg and the
ending, and these changes were in direct response to Kristi's remarks that,
"the first sentence could put someone to sleep,” which does seem a rather
~ hostile way to put it, though teenagers often lack tact despite instructions to
use some diplomacy in their suggestions. Although the sessions could be a
bit upsetting to Paul, he appeared to benefit from them. He frequently took
the suggestions and responded to comments from the girls. The
conversations were spicy, but as Bruffee would agree, divergent opinions are
considered a healthy part of peer response, and a needed part if students are
“to think on their own. His self-esteem may have suffered during the peer
sessions themselves, but he took pride in his grades and did well in class. I
didn't experiment with the membership of the groups, though this would no
doubt be interesting to observe. It might be significant to know how he
reacted in a different group, and whether his writing would show any
improvement if he was placed with two overly sympathetic friends.

As for Rachel, she says of a typical session, "they want me to say that I'm
wrong, but I won't." She also believed that neither Kristi nor Paul cared
about the advice she had to offer, and admitted rather defianfly that she
usﬁally wasn't convinced to "change a single word" of her edit draft. An
attempt to verify this via an examination of her work reveals this to be true.
Rachel had some final drafts that were simply neat copies of the previous
draft, the edit draft. The most she would ever change were words and
phrases. She would; however, ‘always submit an edit draft that was
substantially different from the rough draft, with both global and sentence
structure changes. She clearly revised much on her own before the peer
response session. ‘

The conversations had by the group never affected Kristi's outlook much,
in that she wrote well and usually inspired a consensus of opinion among
Rachel and Paul that all was right with her work. Rachel did less criticizing
of Kristi than she did of Paul and during the oral sessions she responded
~more to her ideas. Interestingly, Kristi often made some extensive changes to
her final draft that had no basis in the peer response session, that didn't stem
from either the written peer response sheet or the discussion. These changes
she made to the final draft usually_‘were in addition rather than subtraction,
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o usually adding more
quite a bit with each

© best papers in the cla;

* In this group, the
- process is mysteriou
- benefit at times. Both

edit draft to final dral
. Lastly, as with the
- Calso proved to be i
Marcos's opinion pap

examples; she also played with the opening paragraph
'subseqiient‘?;dr‘aft, Of the three, she produced some of the
effects of the peer resp0nseseSSi'0n on the revision

s, but it's clear that their revision process does distinctly
Paul andKristi’s papers ‘were markedly improved from
TR

others, my attempt to verify my observatlons of Group
llummatmg I had observed a verbal fracas over

er on “abortion, and tried to empha51ze that a teacher

N doesn't personally con51der the nature of the opinions expressed, but rather

~ how they were suppe
Tthought a teacher did

session to complete the
paper for a teacher is
real effort by the pers

is one',fthat gets the po

“hooks' the reader." V
~ is well organized, ide
- opinion on the topic.
; Ail three are stude

. ‘-hi,adl three substantiall

- Marcos, a display of ¢
high; and for Wendy,
~ sense of a perfect pap
their biggest personal
- he gives a good effort,
wants to make 's'ure tt
isn't ignored. And We
be unstructured and
fundamental differen
perfect paper don't cc
- very different person

srted and expressed I later wanted to know what they
| consider? I asked them 1mmed1ately following that
he _following. i sentence orr’_a piece of paper: "A perfect
one that.»..Y;: Mar"cos wrote, "A perfect paper to me is a
0N Writirrg the paper." Heather wrote, " A perfect paper
>int across in a thoughtful and creative way, one that
Vendy wrote, "A perfect paper clearly states your topic,
as are clearly interpreted, and clearly states your -

nts with the same teacher in the same class and yet they
y different opinions on what a perfect paper is. For |
effort is enough; for Heather, creativity and in_terést rank
clarity and organization are paramount. Perhaps their
er is only a representatlon of what they each perceive as
| obstacle to perfectlon Marcos wants to. make sure that
that he takes the assignment seriously enough Heather
1at her ideas are interesting and not banal, that her work
endy might be expressmg her fear that her ‘paper mlght
reveal messy thinking.These do represent some

ces. However, it' s not so much that their ideas of a

ncur with each other, but rather that they have some -

alities beneath the qu1te congenial atmosphere that

exists most of the tlme ThlS would seem to ver1fy the disagreements I




occasmnally observed
budding relat10nsh1p
~ seemed to get in the v
time in off-task conve
of this group, I think
‘real reaction to each o
react, they can someti
 particular can become
- receives criticism. Hei
it when his paper is e

A last word on’the

w1th1n the group I had suggested earlier that Wendy s
with Marcos was' benef1c1al to his wr1t1ng, but that it
vay of the response group. All three would spend much
rsations. Upon further examination of my observatlons
they are respondlng somewhat artificially - avoiding a
ther's work to keep the peace. Because when they do
mes be extremely at odds with each other. Marcos in

; agitated by their response, and definitely when he ._
is trying to impress Wendy, and like Paul doesn t hke B
valuated negatxvely '
] perfect paper" question.They wanted to know,

naturally, what the co

¥

rect answer was, and I told them that my idea of a

perfect paper was 51mply one in which the writers achieve their goal, write a

perfect rendition of W at they set out to do. '

~related to the k1nd of
me, observation essa
observations, blograp
and detailed light, et

hlcal essa

" For me, these goals are directly
wr1t1ng be1ng done persuaswe essays must convince

‘s must contains 1nsrghtfu1 detailed, acccurate

ys must show their sub]ect in an interesting

The sub]ects and opinions are not judged, but the way

they are expressed are My goal wasnt to get a B minus on that last paper!".

exclaimed Marcos.
In actuahty, on

e

l ' o
‘ of his goals appeared to be an attempt to get revenge

on the girls for ganging up on him for his pro—abortlon stance in his

controversial issue pa

revision: he thoroughl

and emphasized dlffe

per An examination of his paper revealed a startling
y revised it, adding more arguments and more detail |

fent elements. The verification here is of the motivating

element inherent in his argument w1th the girls, of the challenges posed by

the girls. He obv1ously felt a need to bolster his argument which he

continued into his wrttmg of the final draft. However, he did not do this to

- his problem/ solution’

paper. Heather's critique of his paper, he said at the -

time, was simply a matter of differing approaches. He meant that, and was

verified by his final d
| response group draft.

raft, which contained v1rtually no changes from the .
I believe the difference between these two interactions

lies in the amount of passion on both sides; passmnate responses possibly

yrelds passmnate revi

sions. He simply cared more about the controversial -
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essay. S
Thrs group was observed domg extensrve talkmg off—task although in the
" post-response group questlonnarre, they showed. little recognition of this

fact. This verifies that they're unaware of the problem, which explains why
they don't change thelr behavior. A look at their final drafts reveal that they
talk a great deal but it ‘may be a- case of ' much ado about nothing." Marcos, |
the lesser of the three wrlters here, did the most revising overall throughout
the five assignments observed. Heather and Wendy did very little, with
‘Wendy doing the least of all. Wendy, in fact, made almost no changes from
“her rough draft. And yet Marcos and Heather often praised her writing. A
chief characterlsuc of Wendy's wntmg was its- length she frequently -
overwrote the requrrements of the a551gnment and they seemed to percerve '
this as a demonstratron of sk111 or perhaps had trouble respondmg to so
much verbage She could have used some constructrve criticism, which she
‘seldom received; she tended to inaccurately follow the dictates of the |
assrgnment resultmg in lower grades than she deserved consrdermg her
abrhty

In conclus1on, my ethnologlcal study revealed that what goes on in groups
 can vary srgmflcantly from group to group, despite identical a551gnments

- and the same instruction and ‘modeling of group behavror It seems to verify
that writing is indeed a highly personal act, one that differs from person to
~ person and group to group as much as personahtles differ among a

- classroom of students Also, students just don't seem to adopt the goals and

' obJectrves of the teacher as much as the teacher would hke For example, the
students were usually less likely to discuss the expressron of the idea than

o the idea itself, though written expressmn is the essence of what most high -

school composition is all about. Another example of this difference between
the goals of the student and teacher can be seen in the papers themselves, .

~ peer response sessions didn't necessarlly result in subsequent revision of the',
compositions, vdesp1te the fact that this is the main reason for domg them in
the first place. However, it shouldn't be overlooked that sometimes peer

, response activities provoked heavy revision of the rough draft possibly in
anticipation « of the wrmng be1ng read by others
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| Chapter:‘Fou‘r B
' - CONCLUSION - '
FINAL OBSERVATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING

It was estabhshed in the second chapter that there were numerous ' ,
approaches to group work under the name of peer response, and that what
-divided the approaches was the amount of peer judgment involved - on one

end of the spectrum is pure reader response and on the other is cr1t1cal
evaluation. Those whose work forms the ph1losoph1cal foundatlon of peer

- group activities, such as Vygotsky and Bruffee, were discussed i in chapter one, N

~ where it was established that peer response is based on "learnmg asa socral -

| f,_construct ‘and the 1mportance of the ' conversatron to group mteractron :

~ Many teachers, hke myself, use peer response as both : a reader response and
" as an evaluative tool. Teachers, regardless of their approach have ‘written m

| " practltloner journals that peer response doesn't always work, that the students .

| are sometimes incapable of helprng each other as was reported in chapter two,
Joining | the research community of peer response groups, I conducteda -
five-month ethnographrc study of twelve students in my hlgh school classes

The purpose of the study was to report what goes on in peer response groups, o

' based on various observations and attempted verlfrcatxon of these :
- observatlons The study is not representatlve of of classrooms in general, nor
can it generate hypotheses for what will happen in other classrooms But, as

- Stephen M. North pomts out, the ethnograph1c study is valuable, nevertheless, L

. because it enlarges (the universe of human drscourse) and makes it blgger" PR

~ (North 284)

o The th1cl< descrrptron of the 12 students mvolved in peer response
. N contamed some observatlons that I be11eve are of partrcular mterest o
| - Some students, such as Jillian, Sarah and Wendy, didn't make changes
to their papers followmg peer response, but these same students often " "
put a great deal of energy and revision mto their ed1t draft the draft
that was read by the peer response group o '



- - There was evidence that the peer response s‘esSioﬁs that seemed more
~ like debates sometimes prompted dramatic revision that 1mproved the
paper substantlally, as was the case w1th Marcos, who felt that his

. opinions were being challenged. S .

- The sexual chemistry of the group can affect its performance.

- The students would spend much more time talking about an essay that
was interesting to them than one that wasn't, resulting in a rich

'response to the former‘but a 'neglect of the latter.

- Sometimes the group members were very receptiVe to the r'esponses,v |
particularly if they came from a member or members whom they =
‘respect, and of course, the converse is also true: some writers had no"

faith in the value of response from someone whose wr1t1ng was of
lesser ability. o _

- Sometimes the alhances and d1v151ons that would form in the groups
were beneficial and at other times they weren't.

- Students who challenge the status quo of a group may be a
necessary part of the process. »

- Students would occasionally give me the impression that they were

- going to make changes to their papers based on comments they made in

response sessions, and then did not make those changes.

- Student sometimes see ways to improve their own writing when
respondmg to the wntmg of others.

- The students sometimes lapsed into easy-going responses that were too
vague and uninspiring to make a difference to the paper. _

- A teacher's participation can brmg focus and force a new perspectlve
upon the group. ‘ |

- Sometimes the students give much more welght to the ideas in an essay

- than to how they are expressed.

- Students sometimes appear confused over how to respond to a
particular ‘assignment. | .

- When the teacher had brainstormed with the entire class on an
assignment, students sometimes echo that session, w1th similar ideas and
unorlgmal thinking. , ; | i |

There are pedagoglcal 1mp11cat1ons to these observatlons For one, those
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| ‘students who dont revise followrng the response sessron may be more .
concerned with 1mpressmg their group audrence than 1mpressrng the teacher
by followmg the writing process as instructed; instead of handlng their peer -
- responders a work-ln-progress, these students prefer to give them a nearly
~ final draft, using the session as. ‘motivation to revise extensxvely before the
group meets. The revision of the rough draft was often both global and
~incidental, 1nd1cat1ng that the students were reconsrderrng their entire
'approach and cleamng the paper up for publication, so to speak. There s
- nothing wrong in approachlng the second draft with this attitude. The flaw,
however, occurs if the students dont continue to see their paper as a work-in-
" progress, and fails to further i 1mprove their work. Perhaps ‘what I observed in
~ these cases wasn't so much a failure of the response groups to provoke
" revision of the final draft as it was an rndrcatlon of how students will change
the revision process to reflect their own pr10r1t1es When Wendy puts all her
time into the first two drafts but none to the final draft, focusmg on the group
~ as her primary audrence, she cheats herself out of another revision. However, it
could be argued that this flaw notwrthstandrng, the response group is | |
7 functlonmg to assist her, albeit mdrrectly It's possible that without a response
| ‘group activity, Wendy wouldn't engage in serious revrsron at all. Obvrously,
~ her paper would be even better if she also revrsed in response to d1rect outside

‘opinion.

‘The fact that students sometimes highly value their peer audlence must be
taken into account when judging the usefulness of the peer response process.
Teachers who take this into account should place extra value on the students
- reading their work aloud by giving extra credit to readers and by modelrng .
enthusiastic audrence response. The nght chemrstry and atmosphere in a
classroom can sometimes even prompt shy students to read, as well as those
who are concerned about their appearance, speech, or writing.

My observations also suggest that the group could benefit by my
mampulatmg the membershrp of the groups to. avoid chques from
developing, and from having a student become the odd one out. The idea of
breaking up old friends, though a common classroom practrce to discourage
off-task talking, has its downside. Students are sometlmes more hkely to let
their feelings out when among friends, and are sometimes overly polite to
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acquaintances. _

~ This would 1nd1cate that teacher observation of peer response groups is
important, if not critical. Teachers must decide if the group is working
effectively via observation. Teachers who sit at their desks, watching over the
general atmosphere of the room aren't in a position to judge how particular
groups are working. Observation can also provide the teacher w1th
‘-1nformatlon for classroom research.

The need for observation is perhaps of httle dlspute among teachers, but the
issue of teacher participation in peer response groups is more controversial.
As stated in earlier chapters, there are those who see direct participation bemg
too controhng I found however, that one of the biggest problems with peer
response groups, complacency, was solved by my intervention. This can be
~ done in a variety of ways and in a manner of degree. Teachers sitting in on a
E group can ask the students to be more specific, to' give precise examples. In
this case the intervention is limited. They can also, however, jolt the group by
'pomtmg out contradictions in their thinking, or by pitting their ideas against
each other, as I did with Sarah, Jillian and Amanda. It would seem that a
teacher's involvement with a group should necessarlly»b.e different from
group to group; some groups simply don't need it to operate effectively.
Again, teacher observation will help determme when and how to take part in
each group. » l

~ It's only natural that students talk more about topics and essays that they
find interesting. This might suggest that dull assignments be’ av01ded that
issues of the day and current concerns are the most 1nterestmg to write about
Or it might suggest that students need to write mterestmg, stlmulatmg essays
if they want the complete attention of their group - ' .

The study also verifies the experiences of other pracntloners The problems
they report with off-task conversation and the tendency toward banal, easy-
going responses were also exhibited by the students mvolved in my study
‘There's certainly a clear indication, as stated in chapter three, that students see
| themselves as living in glass houses; that the nature of exchanging papers
inherently contains this fear. There may not be anything an instructor can do to
change this, or it could suggest re-structuring the peer response session so
 that the writer isn't present in the group that is reading his or her paper. For
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example, students could’_fvirst‘hand in their compositions to the teacher, who
would then disseminate them to the groups or the names could be covered -
and numbers used instead, to grant everyone anonymity. This might be the
basis for a future study, to determine what difference occurs between
anonymous peer responses and those where all parties are known.

Another thorny issue in the teaching of composition is whether the ideas
expressed are more important than how they are expressed Are teachers
looking for good English or good thinking? I always believed that it was a
combination of the two that makes a paper good and I try to make that clear to
my students, sometimes unsuccessfully In any case, it's worth repeating to the
* students throughout the year that original ideas are very valuable, but unless
persuasively stated, can lose their potentcy. Clarity is the key.

But ideas that are overly familiar can make an essay seem banal, no matter
how fluid the language. Originality is easily sacrificed when deadlines are
threatening them at every turn. There were times when students like Rachael
(the group cynic) commented that everyone wrote the same thing because of
the brainstorming and discussion done in class. One way to avoid this would
be to do brainstorming in groups, which would at least restrict the number of
students exposed to the same ideas. '

Since this thesis is about peer response and revision, it should be stated that
students aren't the only one who must learn to revise. Teachers must also be
willing to revise their lesson plan and their approach to the peer response
process if they want to see it work more effectively. For example, my idea to
add a "process grade" to the students' final drafts was successful in motivating
them to make changes, though it certainly required much more effort on my
part. I have since decided to do it from time to time, without notice, so that I
don't always have that double work load of grading the final paper and
looking at previous drafts to determine what kind of revision grade to give. By
being random in which assignments receive a process grade, and by doing so
without warning, I hope to keep the students on their toes. It has also occurred
to me that I concentrate too much of my modeling of peer response techniques
at the beginning of the school year, and that I need to not only continue to do
so throughout the year but perhaps also show the students what I expect for
each 1nd1v1dual assignment.
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‘In summary; the ethnographic stiidy éc‘)'ndliete'd"as part of this thésis paper.
gave some insight on the kinds of conversatlons that take place i in peer
response groups and how the groups’ ‘affected the subsequent revisions. It's
~hoped that my ethnographlc research added to the map of peer response,
- filled in some lines on its territory. The value of ethnographic studies and

- certainly of this small contribution, is of dxspute by some research- .

philosophers like North, but I can turn to Joe Belanger and hope that he isn't
being overly optlmlstlc when he states: .

" ..what has resurfaced in the last decade is the conv1ct10n that classroom
teachers are in the best position to solve many of the complex problems of
education, and whatis new is the recent acceptance of classroom
observation as legitimate research. (Belanger 16)
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