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Beyond PQP 
 

Rationale 
 

“Peer conferencing is a central element of a student-centered classroom.  The more you 

empower your students, the less they will have to line up at your desk for a conference.”  

(Barry Lane, After the End 

 

“Within the classroom itself, building a supportive context for working collaboratively and 

sharing writing is perhaps the most important step a teacher can take to promote writing growth. 

 In fact, if the students don’t experience their classroom as a constructive place where it is safe 

to try new approaches and say what they really believe, then even the most sophisticated, up-to-

date writing process techniques are likely to fall flat.  However, when students hear and read one 

another’s work in a positive setting, they are inspired to try new topics and learn new writing 

strategies.  When they listen to each other’s compositions, students discover, by examining their 

own reactions, what readers need to know in order to understand what writers intend.”  

(Zemelman, Daniels, Hyde, Best Practice) 

 

“Reading aloud the papers they are working on is an important tool in revision work, but you’ll 

have to structure opportunities for it in your classroom carefully.  Students need to hear their 

[own] writing, and the immediate response of a group of classmates can be very valuable in 

editing a paper.” (Kirby and Liner, Inside Out.) 

 

“A workshop is student-centered in the sense that individuals’ rigorous pursuit of their own 

ideas is the course content; in this student-centered environment, Murray says, the student has no 

excuse for getting off the hook.  He has the opportunity, the terrible freedom to learn.” 

 (Nancie Atwell, In the Middle) 

 

  



Sylvia Abell 

Abell & Atherton Educational Consulting, Inc. 

Suggestions for effective peer response in the classroom 

 

 Setting the scene 

 The teacher selects the writing groups based on students’ weaknesses and strengths, the 

students’ learning styles, the length and/or complexity of the piece, and the stage of the 

process at which the piece is brought to the group.   

 

 Teacher-led team building exercises really help groups achieve the level of 

communication and honesty that response groups must have..   

 

 Response groups stay static for enough time to allow “bonding”; then, students can elect 

to stay or to change 

 

 All students are trained for each piece they will respond to.  Training may consist of role 

playing, modeling, class response to a teacher-selected piece, or whatever is appropriate 

for each modality. 

 

 All students are responsible for rough drafts to be brought to the groups on time.  If the 

student does not have his or her draft, he or she must still respond to the other writers. 

 

 The teacher keeps students in the groups on task as well as responds to writers. 

 

 Suggestions:   

o Keep group size small enough so that everyone can voice an opinion yet large 

enough for good feedback for the writer.  I like groups of 4. 

o Unless the groups are just responding to part of a piece (e.g., the introductions), 

have half the group read their pieces one day and the other half the next day.  

When students tire, the response isn’t nearly so valuable. 

o Follow up the group with workshop time.  This allows the presenters to revise 

based on what they heard and the rest of the group to revise their own pieces 

based on what they know they will hear the next day. 

 

 Procedure for response 

1. The writer first reads his or her entire piece to the group.  The job of the group is to listen 

to the piece, just to find out what happens. 

 

2. After the writer completes his or her first reading, the group members write what they 

think the purpose of the piece is.  (As a teacher, you can change this initial focus to have 

them identify the audience, the content, etc. -- whatever your stress is for this piece of 

writing) 

 

3. The writer rereads his or her piece to the group.  This time, the group is actively engaged 

in responding, noting on paper what they like, what they have questions about, what 
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doesn’t work so well in the paper.  The group need only take notes for themselves since 

they will be sharing their views orally. 

 

4. As each member of the response group shares with the writer his or her impressions 

about the piece and/or his or her notes from the second reading, the writer jots down 

what the group says.  The writer may wish to use highlighters, a different color pen, or an 

extra sheet of paper to record his or her notes for revision.   

 

5. As this sharing takes place, it is important to note that the writer may not say a word in 

explanation, in defense, in argumentation.  The writing must speak for itself. 

 

6. After the members of the group have offered their opinions, the writer may take over the 

session in order to explain, to question the group about his or her own misgivings, to ask 

a responder to go into more depth, to get help on a part that confuses or stumps him or 

her, etc. 

 

7. After all response and questioning is over, the group moves on to another writer and the 

process begins again.   

 

8. After workshop time, the ending moments of class are for general discussion and 

reflection on how the groups went, what they talked about, how the process worked, etc.  

It is at this time that you may want students to assess their own response partners, to 

comment in writing on the group’s accomplishments or weaknesses, or to offer other 

feedback that will help you in training the group for another session. 

 

 

   


