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Understanding Writing: Some Principles for 
Reflective Learning and Teaching 

 
 
 
Writing as a Recursive Process 

 
Some Possible Strategies: 
 

Help students become more aware of the recursive nature of the writing process. 
 

• Discuss the stages of the writing process with students and how these stages 
work 

 
• Share some examples of your own writing process with students, particularly 

around major projects/publications—help them see real writing in context 
 

Provide opportunities within the scheduling of projects for students to engage in several 
different stages of the writing process. 

 
• Be aware when requiring students to submit proposals, outlines, or other 

types of plans for papers that these documents should be tentative and can 
and often should change 

 
• Encourage students to visit the campus writing center early and often, and 

build opportunities for peer review and feedback in your own class 
 

• Engage students in reflecting on their writing processes (either formally or 
informally) at various stages of a project, and consider using these 
reflections as a framework/opportunity for feedback 

 
Focus grading and feedback on helping students see their own choices in terms of 
organizing and developing their papers, and give specific suggestions of things they 
might address in a revision. 

 
• When possible, allow students to revise papers, and encourage them to do so 

by awarding new grades or additional points for resubmissions 
 

• Consider grammar, punctuation and other surface-level features last, and be 
careful not to let these issues distract you (and students) from larger, more 
structurally significant issues. 

 
• Explore portfolio-based grading options. 

Takeaways: 
• Writing is often messy, uncertain, and complex. 
• While the writing process often includes several stages, it’s rarely linear, and changes 

according to context/situation. 
• Mechanics are almost always the last stage of the process, and focusing on mechanics 

does not help writers with 90% of what makes writing challenging. 
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Writing is a Form of Thinking 
 

Takeaways: 
• The process of writing itself often leads students to internalize course material in 

meaningful ways 
• “Drafting a paper is often the first time many student think through course topics 

critically and/or systematically 
• The writing process is already complex, and becomes even more so when writers are 

trying to articulate new concepts 
 
 
Some Possible Strategies: 
 

Encourage students to explore course topics through a range of different kinds of writing 
activities. 

 
• Scaffold low-stakes writing assignments (i.e., ungraded response papers, blog 

posts, memos, etc.) throughout the course 
 

• Give students opportunities to reflect on their own learning before or after major 
projects/exams 

 
• Ask students to provide regular feedback about the course (i.e., anonymous note-

card responses, one-minute papers, etc.) 
 

Reconsider the role higher order thinking plays as a learning outcome in major writing 
assignments, and the course overall. 
 

• Rather than stress mastery of course concepts or material, consider restructuring 
at least one formal project to promote personal discovery, self-analysis, or other 
open-ended explorations of key course topics 

 
• Consider sequencing writing assignments in ways that support more complex 

explorations of course topics (i.e., begin with recall and basic application 
assignments, move on to synthesis assignments, end with problem-solving and 
real-world application assignments, etc.) 

 
Focus grading and feedback on helping students see their own development as thinkers, 
and provide specific suggestions of additional connections they might make. 
 

• Promote deeper learning by repeatedly asking students follow-up questions when 
commenting within their texts, and ask them to consider wider implications in 
end comments 
 

• Consider lapses or breakdowns in grammar, spelling, or punctuation as 
potentially symptomatic of student attempts to engage in new ways of thinking, 
and comment generously about such mistakes. 

 
• Reward students for taking significant risks in their writing, and consider giving 

students additional opportunities to revise later on. 
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WRITING IS A FORM OF SOCIAL INTERACTION 
 

Takeaways: 
• Faculty in the disciplines are best positioned to help students learn the conventions for 

thinking, research and writing in their fields. 
• Writing situations are often fraught with complex interpersonal dynamics. 
• Learning the conventions of a disciple can take years. 

 
 
Some Possible Strategies: 
 

Help students become more aware of the social nature of writing, and in particular, the 
range of writing within your discipline. 

 
• Discuss the potential audiences and purposes of different kinds of writing in your 

field, and engage students in thinking about their own audience and purpose for 
each writing project they undertake 
 

• Regularly share with students examples of how you came to learn some of the 
more important conventions for research, thinking, and writing in the field 

 
• Introduce students to the diversity of genres/forms in the field (i.e., lab reports, 

research articles, grant proposals, lit reviews, statements of purpose, cover 
letters, etc.), and discuss the features that makes each document unique 

 
Consider scaffolding different kinds of writing, thinking and research at various stages in 
the curriculum of your program 
 

• Provide focused instruction to students on particular forms of writing at “points 
of need” as they progress through their coursework 
 

• Ensure you are providing consistent instruction about the discourse conventions 
and expectations of your field/discipline by regularly discussing these 
conventions and expectations with other faculty 

 
• Because learning the conventions of a discipline can take many years, it is 

unrealistic to expect students to master any genre, form, or style within a single 
semester; provide reoccurring opportunities for students to “brush up” on 
important features throughout their course of study 

 
Focus grading and feedback on helping students understand the social and rhetorical 
implications of writing. 
 

• Encourage students to think more carefully about their audience by regularly 
providing some feedback as if you were a target reader and not merely an 
instructor 
 

• Be mindful of potential interpersonal/power dynamics students might experience 
as they negotiate high-stakes writing assignments (particularly when writing to 
someone new, or about controversial or complex concepts) 
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Activity:  
 

1. Choose one of the three domains we've discussed today that seems to make the most sense to you, 
and read through some of the suggestions provided on the handout. 

 
2. Either in terms of the experience you first wrote about during the warm-up activity, or thinking 

now about a particular course or assignment you teach, take a few minutes to write about how you 
might approach writing differently given this discussion today. 

 
3. Spend a few minutes discussing your thoughts, questions and/or concerns with a partner. 

 
 
Thoughts/Observations/Questions: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If you have questions or would like any additional information about anything in my presentation 
or this handout, please feel free to contact me at sheldon.walcher@northwestern.edu; or visit: 
sheldonwalcherportfolio.com. 


