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Reworking Conferencing 
for More Effective 
Writing Feedback 
by Tom Crochunis

In some ways, the approach to conferencing and feedback 
outlined below draws upon some basic structures that 
exist in most writing workshop classrooms at both high 

school and college levels. But there are a few important 
adaptations I’ve tried that I think improve the effectiveness 
of teacher feedback and student uptake of that feedback. 
1. After students have written good drafts of two writing 

assignments, I meet with them in pairs. Previous to this 
meeting, they have worked in a group of four with their 
partner; they have also peer reviewed each other’s 
paper drafts. They come into the meeting knowing that 
they are going to develop at least one of the drafts as 
a finished paper and that the due date is a week after 
the conference.

2.  I do not provide students with feedback on the papers 
before the conference. However, I tell them to arrive at 
the conference a few minutes before their scheduled time 
so they can read over the written comments I provide.

3.  When they arrive, they receive two kinds of feedback:
 ● A set of ratings using a descriptive rubric of the paper 

 on 5 or so key features (for example, clear understand-
 ing of topic; organization and use of transitions; 
 support of main points with details; grammar/usage/
 mechanics; tone/diction appropriate for audience).  

 ●  Personal comments on what strikes me as most inter-
 esting and worth developing in the paper.

4.  In the conference, I talk with each student, beginning by 
asking if he/she has any questions (and making sure my 
handwriting was decipherable). 

  Often, I do read my comments out loud, even if the 
student doesn’t directly express confusion about what I 
wrote. I sometimes ask students what they think of what I 
said or what they think they should work on. I sometimes 
turn to the “auditing student” and ask them what they 
think of what we’ve been saying about the paper. 

  We talk about either or both of each student’s two 
papers, depending on how much attention they want to 
give to each after they’ve reviewed my comments. They 
usually leave with a clear idea about which of the two 
they most want to develop and improve.

5. Before students leave the conference, I give them a 
sticky note with 2–4 main points for them to work on 
as a writer (note the shift from the writing to the writer). 
These are drawn from patterns in the rubric feedback on 
the two papers. For example, typical notes might be “Try 

reading—or having a friend read—your papers aloud 
to spot awkward phrasing,” “Be conscious of correct 
capitalization,” and “Work on your use of commas—
after introductory phrases and clauses and between 
independent clauses.”

6.  Students rework the papers within a week or so and 
submit them for a grade. The grade is determined by the 
same rubric scoring I have previewed in rating the draft.

What Are the Benefits?
●  Paired conferences require fewer appointments to be 

scheduled, though each conference can take a little 
more than a conference with one student.

●  Students report that they “actually learned something” 
from what I say to their peer. I suspect they are better 
able to listen when their own work is not being talked 
about, and that they benefit as writers from this intimate 
but not personal advice on writing. Many comments for 
one writer are useful to others, I find.

●  Students actually understand the comments I hand back 
to them before they leave. While this does not guarantee 
that they can use them, it’s a big improvement over the 
level of understanding in the past. (Often in the confer-
ence, students reveal just how poorly they understand 
the comment as written, but my conversation with them 
helps them understand the advice.)

●  Students actually use the feedback in their paper revi-
sions. I think the combination of their receiving the feed-
back “just in time” for work on revisions to be on their 
minds and the emphasis on multiple modes of reinforcing 
similar messages (rubric ratings, personal commentary, 
conference review, and short list of things to work on) 
helps to get the messages across to them.

●  I seldom have to justify grades to students. Since adopt-
ing this approach, I have found that we focus more on 
how to improve their writing.

●  Through building regular work with a “home” group 
and with peer partners from those groups, I think this 
helps to create a sense of a writing community in the 
classroom. 

Possible Challenges?
●  Some students will resist the idea of paired conferencing. 

You can use your own judgment about whether allowing 
a few to opt out is a good idea or not.

●  Some logistical challenges can come up if one of a pair 
of students forgets or shows up late.

●  You may learn unsettling things about how your past 
feedback was received (or rather not received). But try 
these tips—you and your students may well notice a dif-
ference.

Tom Crochunis, English Department, Shippensburg 
University, Pennsylvania
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