
PEER CONFERENCING - HOW AND WHY 

by Elizabeth Baldwin 

Many articles, both scholarly and practical, have been 

written on one-to-one conferencing as a strategy in teaching 

composition, but relatively little has been written about the 

role of peer conferencing in the teaching of composition. At 

the University of Minnesota-Minneapolis, peer conferencing has 

become a central instructional strategy in the Composition Pro

gram; one of our goals has been to encourage each group member 

to participate by reacting as a reader, a live audience inter

acting with the writer's text. 

My purpose in these pages is to describe and expla~n col

laborative peer conferencing as I have experienced it in 

teaching freshman composition at the University of Minnesota; 

however, for those interested more in theory and research, my 

annotated bibliography may point the way to further reading. 

The model for peer conferencing which has been developed 

at the University of Minnesota has evolved as an integral part 

of our insistence that prewriting, drafts, and revision are 

parts of the writing process. Collaborative peer involvement on 

a formal, organized basis occurs after the writer has completed 

a draft and is actually the first step in "re-vision" (in which 

the writer sees the paper through someone else's eyes). 

We have found that a group size of four or five students 

is optimum within our program. A typical freshman composition 

class will divide into six or seven groups; students either 

assign themselves to the prearranged time slots or are selected 

by the instructor, who may group the students by ability (within 

schedule constraints). Conference groups usually retain the 

same m~mbers throughout the course, encouraging a rapport often 

missing in classes on our urban-commuter campus. 

On conference days, the instructor cancels class and 

meets each group for one hour. For example, four groups in a 

class might meet on Monday and three on Wednesday. Dividing the 

groups between two days is recommended because conferences can 

be intense periods of group dynamics. 
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Conferences are held in a variety of places. Some 

instructors choose to meet in their offices, which may pose 

problems with interruptions and seating arrangements. Our 

department provides several small conference rooms which, 

although some instructors complain about the "sterile" setting, 

have the advantage of minimizing.distractions and interruptions. 

Other instructors go to campus restaurants where they feel more 

relaxed. I find that I "people-watch" and eat too much in these 

restaurants, so I choose the somewhat sterile setting of 

conference tables. Obviously, teaching styles will affect the 

choice of location. 

Because conferences center on student texts, the most 

crucial part of the conference procedure is the prior exchange 

of texts within the group. The instructor sets the tone here by 

i~sisting that students bring their drafts and enough copies for 

the group and teacher to the class immediately prior to the con

ference. One benefit of conference groups is that an unusually 

high percentage of drafts get turned in on time, perhaps because 

students perceive that the~ is the real audience, not just 

the teacher, and to be late in turning in a draft is to be rude 

to the group. Again, the student may not be willing to admit to 

the group that he couldn't hand in his draft on time. Yet 

another reason might be that within the "process" framework as 

we teach it in the Composition Program, the student's first 

"offering" is a draft (as opposed to a finished paper). Stu

dents seem to hand in "drafts" on time, and I suspect that the 

concept of a draft not having to be perfect reduces writer's 

block to some degree. Whatever the case, 95% of my students 

bring their drafts at the appointed time. 

After we have received the drafts, I insist that students 

take their group's drafts home to read before they come to con

ference. I encourage them to write in margins, mark passages, 

comment profusely, and even write a separate sheet of comments 

if they wish. They soon get into the spirit of reacting to the 

text and use their comments as starting points for discussion in 

the conference: "I marked the third paragraph as confusing be-
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cause I couldn't see how you got from paragraph two to three," 

or "I liked this line ••• " Requiring each group participant to 

prepare in advance insures that each group member will have 

something to add to the discussion. The actual conference is 

usually held several days after the exchange of drafts. 

Styles of managing conferences probably sort themselves 

along a continuum with the two extremes being "directive" and 

"non-directive." Charles Duke discusses their relative merits 

as he compares "the student-centered conference" and psych

ological counseling: 

In counseling circles, much discussion centers on 

whether the directive or the non-directive 

approach achieves better results in counseling 

sessions. The directive approach favors the 

didactic and the prescriptive, operating on the 

assumption that the client has come for advice and 

help; therefore, the responsibility of the counse

lor, who presumably has more training and expert

ise in this field than his client, is to identify 

the client's problems and offer the remedies. 

This is the way that many writing students are 

treated and have been for years. But it has been 

found that the directive approach may cause the 

client to resist advice because he feels intimi

dated by the directness and often the bluntness of 

the advice he receives. The non-directive 

approach, however, uses the key assumption that 

most people are quite capable of helping them

elves if they are freed from emotional obstacles 

such as fear of intimidation and fear of failure. 

Both of these fears are very common with student 

writers and are primary causes for developing a 

hatred of writing. The role of the counselor, 

then, in the non-directive approach is to allow 

the client to relax and talk freely about how he 

might go about solving his problems. 
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I am by nature rather "directive" as a conference mana-

er; nevertheless, I struggle to reduce my participation to let 

the students take the reins. Of course, there are times when 

they simply wallow about, but I am much encouraged when I see 

them finding things I didn't see, often making suggestions to 

which I nod my head vigorously. Eventually we become equal 

participants and I am a facilitator rather than a "leader." 

Even when I am able to achieve the least possible inter

vention, I still "direct" conferences in several ways. I re

quest that the student read the paper for the group so that the 

writer may "recreate" the piece for us, allowing us to "hear" 

her voice. Often, the writer catches surface level errors in 

this reading. Sometimes, I'll ask another group member to read 

the piece aloud so that the writer can hear how an audience 

reads the prose. 

In the beginning, students will want to seize upon sur

face level errors (spelling, punctuation, and neatness) because 

these are easier to deal with than issues of structure, coher

ence, purpose, tone, and audience. Some guidance toward discus

sing "deeper level" problems is helpful and to that end, I have 

used a list of questions to help guide students in the right 

direction during conferences. [See list of questions.] 

Another directive role I play is to ask the author to 

describe for the group how she perceived the "macro-structure" 

of her paper; exactly what does each paragraph contribute to the 

whole? In analyzing the structure of her own prose and receiv

ing feedback from the group the student writer begins to per

ceive the rhetoric of structure and how she can manipulate 

structure to her own ends. 

I am always directive in one respect -- I insist that 

initial comments from group members must be positive. Maybe I'm 

lucky, but I've never found a student paper that didn't have 

_some strong points to praise before moving on to weaker areas. 

Watching the writer relax shoulders and unclench teeth as we 

chortle over a particularly witty line or compliment a good de

tail sets a positive, constructive tone for the rest of the con-
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ference. After all, we are not performing a post mortem on a 

finished work; we're engaged in a collaborative editorial 

session on "work-in-progress," and encouragement is half the 

battle. 

Another facilitating role I play is that of "time

keeper," setting and keeping time limits for discussing each 

student's paper. If the discussion has not reached closure, I 

hasten it. Of course, it may happen that the last paper to be 

discussed may receive short shrift, so I try to vary the order 

within conferences. 

After each individual's paper is discussed, I ask the 

writer to tell the group what changes he might make, to identify 

problems, and to suggest solutions. At this point confusion or 

uncertainty may surface and occasionally, a teacher~student 

conference after the peer conference will be necessary. 

The next step, revision, is essential to the entire pro

cess. Within a week after conferences, students hand in revised 

texts along with their rough drafts (so I can compare the two 

versions.) I grade only the revision. I'm sure I notice marked 

improvement over the drafts because I'm looking for it, but I 

really believe that the phrase, "better," that I mark in the 

margins of revisions reflects improvement and progress as a 

direct result of improved collaborative conference techniques. 

Last year I asked my freshmen to comment on changes in 

their attitudes and their writing process after completing a 

quarter of collaborative conferences. One student said: 

During the course of this class I have made some 

major achievements in both actual writing and atti

tude. I feel I have stopped using the small repe

titions that plagued my earlier papers and if one 

does appear, I'm able to fix it. Also, I am able 

to see my own errors better and determine how to 

frx them. 

titude. 

But my biggest improvement is in my at

I didn't like most of my high school pa-

pers and I didn't want others to read them. Now I 

have confidence in my writing and am proud of it. 
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Also, I know others won't compare my writing 

style with anyone else's, so it is just determined 

on its own merit. 

Another student commented: 

• •• I now can begin to write the first rough draft, 

which, when finished, will be revised and rewrit

ten. The paper is now ready for me to assess as a 

whole and get outside opinions (like our confer

ence group.) Taking the comments of others and my 

own observations, I make the needed structural, 

grammatical, and informational changes. 

On the surface, collaborative conferences appear to con

sume an inordinate amount of time. In our department, a normal 

teaching week would involve three hours of class time for each 

section; a conference week might involve seven or eight hours of 

contact time. I know I balked when first confronted with such a 

schedule! However, the benefits of peer conferences soon prove 

addictive; I am more satisfied after conferences than I was 

after handing back papers in the traditional writing class. I 

think students make much more progress in collaborative efforts 

than they do in isolation (to quote a student paper: "My big

est achievement in this course was getting over the attitude 

that I'm a poor writer and destined never to change. I really 

feel good now about my writing ••• ") On a practical level, after 

about a year I was able to dispense with my usual conscientious 

poring over drafts before the conferences'; a quick glance to 

circle and comment on the most obvious problems is sufficient 

because the group usually catches the important stuff. 

In spite of my conviction that the benefits of collabora

tive peer conferences outweigh time commitments, I recognize 

that some instructional schedules make it hard to follow the 

model we have adopted at the University of Minnesota. I doubt 

that anyone who teaches five sections of composition per quar

ter, as some of my colleagues at Community Colleges do, could 

survive 35 hours of conferences in one week. Some have suggest

ed that conferences could be held concurrently during classes 
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with the teacher joining several or all groups for a few minutes 

each, but when I tried this method, I found that the noise level 

prohibited the relaxed, contemplative atmosphere we had worked 

to establish in earlier conferences. Another possibility is to 

allow the students to meet on their own; however, my colleagues 

who are researching collaborative peer conferences have . found 

that freshmen tend to "wander" too much when working on their 

own. Of course, this may be a function of age and maturity; it 

is quite possible that older students would be more capable of 

staying on task without the direction of the teacher. 

In spite of time limitations, collaborative peer confer

encing is a sound instructional method which warrants expansion 

into other parts of the curriculum. Richard Gebhardt suggests 

that in addition to collaborative editing, peer conferences 

might concentrate on invention: locating promising topics, 

generating details, and clarifying focus. In fact, I suggest 

that in the future we will see peer conferencing employed to 

augment every phase of composing for all of us writers. 

SOME POSSIBLE QUESTIONS FOR TEACHERS TO ASK IN CONFERENCES 

Of the Writer: 
What do you like about your paper? 
What frustrates you about your paper? 
What do you want your paper to do? 
What meaning do you assume your readers will get from your 

paper? 
What plans do you have for your paper? 
What does the group's reaction tell you about what you need 

to do to achieve your purpose? 
Do these reactions make sense to you? 
What frustrates you about these reactions? 
What do you need to know from us? 
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Of the Readers: 
What do you think Ichabod's paper said? 
What was Priscilla's main point? 
Who would be interested in reading about this? 
What parts of Ichabod's paper would you like to hear more 

about? 
What changes would you make? 
What would you prefer? · 
Can you say that in another way? 
Who reacted differently? 
What puzzled you about this paper? 
How can we account for that? 
How is that significant? 
Is that plugging into anything? 
What does that help explain? 
Does that remind you of anything? 
How does this relate to ••• ? 
What are the options? 
What would be the consequences of doing that? 
How could you modify that idea to make it work for you? 

GE'ITING OUT OF THE QUESTION MODE 

It sounds like ••• 
What I hear you saying is ••• 
So you ••• 
It seems to me that you.,, 

EXPRESSING YOUR STATE OF MIND 

I'd like to know more about ••• 
I'm interested in, •• 
I didn't understand ••• 
It would help me if you could explain ••• 
When I read this my reaction was ••• 

ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Beaven, Mary, "Peer Evaluation," from Charles Cooper and Lee 
Odell's Evaluation Writing : DescribinR, Measuring, and 
Evaluating . NCTE, 1977, pp. 148-153. 

Beaven explains how peer conferencing can work on the sec
ondary level and provides a good review of theory of why 
conferencing works for urban teenagers. 
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MINNESOTA COUNCIL OF TEACHERS OF ENGLISH 

26th Annual Spring Conference 

Cragun•s Conference Center 

Brainerd, Minnesota 

April 19-20, 1985 

Sampling the Spring Convention 

• REPRESENTATIONAL PRESENTATIONS from over 
fifty sectional sessions in six time 
periods on Friday and Saturday 

Elementary Section: 
The Writing-Reading Connection 
Creative Thinking 
Vocabulary Development 

Secondary Section: 
Edgar Allen Poe Programs 
State. _writing Assessment 
High School/College Connection 

College Section: 
Centenary Views: Sinclair Lewis 
Readers• and Writers• Notebook 
Faculty Development in Teaching Composition 
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• CONFERENCE SPEAKERS 

Keynote: 
Theodore Hipple 
Professor of English Education 
University of Tennessee, Knoxville 
Incoming Chair of Secondary Section NCTE 

Banquet: 
Richard Peck 
Author of Young Adult Fiction 
Author: ARE YOU IN THE HOUSE ALONE? 

CLOSE ENOUGH TO TOUCH 

Elementary/Junior High Breakfast: 
Joyce Juntune 
Executive Director 
National Association for Gifted Children 

Luncheon: 
Jon Hassler 
Author-in-residence at St. John•s University 
Author: JEMMY 

A GREEN JOURNEY 

• SPECIAL FEATURES 

Poetry Reading following the Banquet 

Idea and Poster Exchange 
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Cooper, Charles R. "Teaching Writing by Conferencing," from 
Survival Through Language, edited by M. Bean, et al. 
Proceedings of Conference on Language and Communications, 
Department of Language and Communications, University of 
Pittsburgh. 

Cooper offers a good historical perspective on how confer
encing fits into a rhetorical framework (under invention). 
He shows how conferences help teachers get in touch with 
students and their writing at every stage in the writing 
process. 

Duke, Charles R. "The Student-Centered Conference and the Writ
ing Process." English Journal, December, 1975, pp. 44-47. 

Duke discusses benfits of conferences and why teachers have 
been reluctant to adopt conferences in their classes. He 
gives useful advice on adapting the strategies of non-di
rective counseling such as focusing, clarifying, using 
acceptance and approval words, using reassurance phrasing, 
and providing non-directiv.e leads. He places conferences 
firmly within the writing process. 

Elbow, Peter. Writing Without Teachers. Oxford: Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1973. 

Elbow blends the theoretical and practical in his advice 
to groups of writers wishing to help each other. Partic
ularly helpful are his tips about accepting criticism from 
group members. 

Ellman, Neil. "Structuring peer evaluation for greater student 
independence." In Stanford, E. (Ed.), How to Handle the 
Paper Load. NCTE, 1979. 

Ellman offers a check list based on concepts taught in his 
class. 

Gebhardt, Richard. "Teamwork and Feedback: Broadening the Base 
of Collaborative Writing," College English, 42, _No. 1 
(1980), 69-74. 

Gebhardt deals with collaborative writing, the theory 
behind it, and its role in reducing the writer's isolation. 
He proposes expanding collaborative writing into earlier 
stages of writing instead of concentrating on the editing 
process. 
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REVIEW 

by James Bonner 

THE COMPUTER IN COMPOSITION INSTRUCTION 

A WRITER'S TOOL 

William Wresch, Editor (Urbana, IL:· NCTE, 1984, 221 pages). 

The Computer in Composition Instruction, a collection of 

thirteen computer application projects in composition, has 

between its covers an important portion of the work that is 

being done in Computer Assisted Instruction (CAI). While much, 

if not all, of this material has been previously published, it 

was time this information was compiled. The work of some of the 

most respected people in the field is represented here, result

ing in an informative text which can and should be explored by 

writing instructors at every level of education. 

Even to those writing instructors who are unfamiliar with 

the computer and its applications to the writing process, this 

is an easily understood and accessible text. William Wresch, 

the book's editor and author of one of the articles, has effec

tively organized the text into four parts: I. Prewriting 

Approaches, II. Editing and Grammar Programs, III. Word Process

ing Research and Applications, and IV. Programs for the Writing 

Process. 

The first section, "Prewriting Approaches," discusses the 

use of the computer as a tool for invention, guiding the student 

past the frustrating initial stages of topic selection and devel

opment. Students who cooperatively apply themselves to these 

programs should leave the computer with enough inspiration and 

invention to continue their subject discovery. The articles 

included here are: "Recollections of First-Generation Computer

Assisted Prewriting" by Hugh Burns, "Computer-Based Creative 

Problem Solving" by Dawn Rodrigues and Raymond Rodrigues, and 

"SEEN: A Tutorial and User Network for Hypothesis Testing" by 

Helen Schwartz. 

The second section, "Editing and Grammar Programs," 

familiarizes the reader with the potential of computer programs 

which both aid students in editing/revision concerns and free 
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