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Introduction: How to TEACH 
Qualitative Writing

Most of us were never explicitly taught 
how to teach writing.  Sit with that state-
ment for just a moment, because it has 
big impact.  Few of us have a past life as 
a high school English teacher or a com-
position teacher at a college—two of the 
few jobs that are most likely to have in-
cluded training in writing pedagogy.  
Most of us thus use trial and error to 

learn how to teach writing.  This 
affects our knowledge of writing, 
our knowledge of pedagogy, and 
most importantly our confidence 
when in front of a class.  If you 
struggle with your own writing, it 
can sink your confidence even 
lower.

 Yet I believe five things about 
teaching qualitative writing that 
should liberate you from some of 

your anxiety and strengthen your re-
solve to dive in:

1. Everyone has room to improve 
their writing—even the most sea-
soned instructors and practitioners.  
You don’t have to be a perfect writer 
to teach writing.

2. Beginning qualitative research-
ers must be taught how to write 
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qualitatively.  Otherwise they may 
flounder for possibly years.  A thesis 
or dissertation is a high stress time 
to start learning to write, so you 
must prod students to think about 
and work on their writing from the 
beginning of their programs.  

3. You can’t hope that some other 
instructor will teach students to 
write; everyone must teach writing.

4. No one will ever find a perfect, 
foolproof way to teach qualitative 
writing.  Teaching challenges will oc-
cur, so don’t be hard on yourself 
when you face hiccups.

5. Just like qualitative writing it-
self, teaching writing can be learned.  
If instructors seek out learning, 
teaching writing will get easier over 
time. 

So students need it, and you—yes, 
you!—can teach writing.  You must 
teach it.  

In this Instructor’s Guide, I provide 
you some ideas for teaching qualitative 
writing.  Much of the content you need, 

of course, already resides within How to 
Write Qualitative Research.  Yet content is 
only part of the battle in teaching.  This 
guide suggests other aspects that you 
might find helpful.  This includes how 
to work the topic of writing into an oth-
erwise packed syllabus (curriculum), ac-
tivities you can use to help students 
practice writing skills(pedagogy), and 
suggestions for providing feedback that 
guides students toward better writing 
(assessment).
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Curriculum: Working Writing into 
Your Course 

Qualitative research takes a great deal of 
time to learn and has numerous aspects 
that need to be covered.  You have to get 
students to understand the qualitative 
mindset.  They need to learn how con-
duct observations and interviews.  They 
need to know how to transcribe.  Analy-
sis can take a while to grasp.  Validity.  
Ethics.  Various types of qualitative re-
search. The list goes on for a mile.

Time is limited to 
t e a c h a l l t h i s , 
though, no matter 
how many courses 
s t u d e n t s m i g h t 
h a v e a v a i l a b l e .  
Whether teaching 
the only qualitative 
course at your uni-
versity or one of six 
in a qualitative-
specific degree, 
you probably have 
many more things 

to cover than time to cover them.  Still, I 
suggest that every course can include writ-
ing instruction to a greater or lesser de-
gree.  

Throughout this section, then, I pro-
vide some general ideas for topics to 
cover depending on the time you have to 
spend on writing as a topic.  Hopefully 
you’ll see that How to Write Qualitative Re-
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search can be used in a number of differ-
ent ways depending on your unique 
teaching situation.

THE BEST CHOICE: INFUSE 
WRITING ACROSS THE CUR-
RICULUM

Teaching research methodology in isola-
tion doesn’t make for great methodolo-
gists.  If you can teach methods and 
methodology in every class within a de-
gree program, however, students will 
view methodology as integral to the 
work of a scholar—not just a side spe-
cialty for a few.  The same goes for writ-
ing.  If every instructor in every course 
takes just a little bit of time to discuss 
writing, students will come to see it as 
central to what we all do.  (For profes-
sionals’ opinions on writing across the 
postsecondary curriculum and how pro-
grams should construct writing instruc-
tion, see Council of Writing Program Ad-
ministrators, National Council of Teach-

ers of English, & National Writing Pro-
ject, 2011.)  

Teaching writing doesn’t require de-
voting great swaths of time.  Just asking 
students to comment on the writing of 
their reading assignments can push 
them to think about audience, the disci-
pline’s discursive features, and how par-
ticular writing techniques can help them 
communicate more clearly.  That, to me, 
is the job of every course one takes, not 
just the province of a single qualitative 
course.

  

IF YOU CAN DEDICATE ONE 
WEEK JUST TO WRITING...

As I have said, a qualitative course can 
have almost too many things to cover to 
get students ready for independent re-
search using the methods.  It’s thus un-
derstandable that writing can’t be the 
only focus.  I get it; my introductory 
class gets a single week on writing 
alone.  Yet even just dedicating one 
week exclusively to writing can signal to 
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students the importance of the composi-
tion process in communicating the re-
search.  Indeed, for many of us, writing 
provides the best way of understanding 
the research ourselves!

So you could have students read the 
entirety of How to Write Qualitative Re-
search for one week, and just discuss a 
subset of topics and do some practice 
when in class.  This is a “flipped class-
room” approach, doing the background 
work at home and then applying it when 
with the instructor.  

You could, alternatively, have stu-
dents just read a few chapters to focus 
on in class, and suggest they read the 
other parts as needed when it’s time to 
write (either their end-of-course paper 
or their thesis).  Consider perhaps focus-
ing on these chapters for a single week:

•Chapter 5: Writing to Show You 
Were There

•Chapter 6: Writing About and 
With Qualitative Data

•Chapter 7: Writing Valid Qualita-
tive Findings, Assertions, and Con-
clusions

•Chapter 9: Writing About Qualita-
tive Methods

That’s a relatively heavy reading load, 
but I tend to assign much reading for 
my courses.  You might mix and match 
other topics that seem more relevant to 
the needs of your students.  To me, 
though, those chapters are the most di-
rectly focused on writing practices that 
everyone doing qualitative research 
should know.

IF YOU CAN DEDICATE 
THREE WEEKS...

If you’re as cruel to your students as I 
am in my advanced qualitative course, 
you could assign four chapters of 
HTWQR each week for three weeks.  You 
could go straight through the book, four 
chapters at a time.  You might also de-
velop those three weeks thematically, 
like so:
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I. Week 1: The Place of Writing in 
Qualitative Research

A.Chapter 1: Writing Happens 
Throughout Qualitative Research

B. Chapter 5: Writing to Show 
You Were There

C.Chapter 11: Writing Differ-
ent Genres of Qualitative Re-
search

D.Chapter 12: Writing Differ-
ent Kinds of Documents

II. Week 2: Specific Qualitative 
Writing Tasks

A.Chapter 6: Writing About and 
With Qualitative Data

B. Chapter 7: Writing Valid 
Qualitative Findings, Assertions, 
and Conclusions

C.Chapter 8: Writing About The-
ory and Literature

D.Chapter 9: Writing About 
Qualitative Methods

III. Week 3: The Nuts and Bolts

A.Chapter 2: Writing With 
Structure

B. Chapter 3: Writing With 
Grammar in Mind

C.Chapter 4: Revising is the 
Soul of Puts the Soul in Writing

D. Chapter 10: Writing With 
and About Visuals

Now that’s not to say that you have to 
do the whole book, of course.  Again, fo-
cus on the parts that your students need 
most and that fit the goals and level of 
your course.  An advanced class might 
not need Chapter 1’s focus on where 
writing fits into qualitative research, for 
example, whereas a beginner class 
might.  Or perhaps you’d rather focus 
on one chapter a week for three weeks.  
It’s your class and your book, so go for 
it!
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WORKING IN WRITING 
ACROSS A SINGLE 15-WEEK 
QUALITATIVE COURSE

Perhaps you have just one qualitative 
course in your program, or at least only 
one that would include focal attention 
on writing.  One way to center qualita-
tive writing in such a course might in-
volve spreading the chapters of HTWQR 
across numerous weeks of your course, 
pairing other methodological readings 
with particular chapters in HTWQR.  
Chapter 1, for instance, might go well 
with the first portion of an introductory 
qualitative textbook.  Chapter 5, “Writ-
ing to Show You Were There,” might 
pair well with a chapter on ethnography 
as a particular methodology, or another 
book’s chapter on observation.  

You might also have students sim-
ply read one chapter a week, perhaps 
straight through, and have them apply 
the content more as the semester pro-
gresses.  To illustrate, on the fist week 
they might read Chapter 1 and discuss 

where and how writing was evident as 
part of the process in an article they 
read.  The next week, they could read 
Chapter 2, “Writing With Structure,” 
and discuss how another study was 
structured.  By the next week, Chapter 
3’s grammar lessons could be the topic 
of analysis of something else they’ve 
read.  Importantly, though, don’t just 
leave the content once you’ve focused 
on it one particular week.  Come back to 
topics, capitalizing on the “retrieval ef-
fect” (see Lang, 2016, chap. 2), meaning 
that you force students to recall informa-
tion, strengthening their understanding 
and future retrieval of it.  Thus, even if 
the assignment was HTWQR Chapter 9, 
“Writing About Qualitative Methods,” 
you can still ask your students to recall 
Chapter 3’s lessons on grammar.

SPLITTING HTWQR ACROSS 
TWO COURSES

Let’s say that you have a qualitative se-
quence in your program that includes 
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two courses.  That’s the case in my own 
department’s graduate program.  One of 
our courses is introductory and open to 
master’s students, whereas the other 
generally enrolls only those who are 
likely to use qualitative methods for 
their PhD dissertation.  Both courses 
use a project-based learning method 
(e.g., Buck Institute, 2015), with stu-
dents completing a small-scale qualita-
tive project.  In the introduction class, 
students produce a final paper that fo-
cuses on the methods (about 2/3), and a 
few findings based on a rudimentary cod-
ing scheme (1/3).  In the advanced class 
students collect more data, try out differ-
ing methodologies (e.g., ethnography, 
grounded theory, phenomenology) and 
theories, and focus their final paper on 
findings.  So here’s how I break readings 
down across those two different courses:

Course 1: The basics of com-
posing qualitative research; fo-
cus on reporting methods.

1. Chapter 1: Writing 
Happens Throughout 
Qualitative Research

2. Chapter 5: Writing to 
Show You Were There 

3. Chapter 6: Writing 
A b o u t a n d Wi t h 
Qualitative Data

4. Chapter 7: Writing 
Valid Qualitative Find-
ings, Assertions, and 
Conclusions

5. Chapter 9: Writing 
About Qualitative 
Methods

6. Chapter 12: Writing 
Different Kinds of 
Documents

Course 2: Advanced crafting of 
qualitative writing; focus on 
findings, theoretical frame-
works, and particular method-
ologies.

1.  Chapter 2: Writing 
With Structure

2. Chapter 3: Writing 
With Grammar in 
Mind
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3. Chapter 4: Revising is 
the Soul of Puts the 
Soul in Writing

4. Chapter 8: Writing 
About Theory and Lit-
erature

5. Chapter 10: Writing 
With and About Visu-
als

6. Chapter 11: Writing 
Different Genres of 
Qualitative Research

AN ENTIRE COURSE JUST ON 
QUALITATIVE WRITING

Most university programs don’t have spe-
cific courses on research writing alone. 
Some do, though, so if you want to ap-
ply HTWQR to an existing course, or 
maybe even create one, you have many 
options.  You might do a chapter a week, 
which could leave a few weeks for inde-
pendent writing, group meetings, and 
other applied activities.  

If you’re teaching a general schol-
arly writing course, not solely qualita-
tive writing, you could read several chap-
ters a week for half or a third of the 
class. Use the other half or two-thirds of 
the class to read about quantitative and 
mixed methods writing.  

Pair readings from HTWQR with 
reading actual qualitative studies.  Use 
articles or books from your discipline 
that you think are well written.  You 
might also consider having students 
bring in studies that they admire, having 
them talk or write about what works in 
the writing.  Giving students such 
choices to use meaningful content helps 
their motivation and learning.

Assignments for a full course on 
writing could include writing a manu-
script from previously collected data, 
writing a grant or dissertation proposal, 
and smaller projects.  You might also 
consider a group writing project that 
gives them experience in the growing 
practice of qualitative teamwork.

9



USING HTWQR IN SUPERVIS-
ING RESEARCH STUDENTS

For students doing independent re-
search, writing their dissertations, or in 
countries that use the tutoring model 
for doctoral programs rather than 
courses, How to Write Qualitative Research 
can still serve as a valuable resource.  I 
wrote the book to address tasks rather 
than chapters because not every disserta-
tion or program has the same chapters.  
So you might recommend particular 
chapters of HTWQR to students as they 
need them.  If you don’t feel a draft dem-
onstrates a sense of detail and reality, 
for example, recommend Chapter 5, 
“Writing to Show You Were There.”  Are 
they having trouble with transitions and 
signposts?  Recommend Chapters 2 and 
4, on structure and revision, respec-
tively.  Have a student using a particular 
genre of qualitative research that they’re 
having trouble writing about?  Along 
with examples of studies using that 
methodology, why not have the student 

read my Chapter 11, “Writing Different 
Genres of Qualitative Research”?
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Pedagogy: Some Specific 
Approaches and Activities for 
Teaching Qualitative Writing 

Any instructor has a million and one pos-
sibilities for teaching any content or 
skill.  Teaching qualitative writing is no 
exception.  I won’t provide that many—
you likely have some things that already 
work for you most of the time—but I do 
have some ideas for creating assign-
ments and activities that I’ve had suc-
cess with.

USE THE ACTIVITIES IN 
HOW TO WRITE 
QUALITATIVE RE-
SEARCH

I thought carefully about the activities 
included at the chapters’ ends.  All of 
them can be used for individual or group 

work, and each works best if the student 
receives feedback, whether from you, 
their peers, or both.  I have also deliber-
ately tried to necessitate reviewing parts 
of the chapter to complete the activity; 
any time you can have students reread 
and then apply the reading—not just 
read it once and be done—the better 
their understanding will be.  

If you teach in a short class period, 
like an hour, having students do the ac-
tivities for homework can save class 
time.  For longer class meetings, like the 
three-hour sessions I typically teach, you 
can increase engagement and interactiv-
ity by having students write in class.  Fa-
vor shorter tasks for in-class writing, 
like a paragraph rather than a page or 
more, so that they have time to share 
and get feedback right away.
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USE THE COMPANION WEB-
SITE

On the companion website for HTWQR, 
I have a number of practical aids for 
teaching, not to mention a few things 
just for fun.  On the practical side, along 
with this instructor’s guide, the site has 
slideshows for use during class or for 
students to review.  If you are anything 
like me, such slides won’t be all you 
show to students, but they can help 
with some of the work associated with 
preparing for class.  Another resource 
on the site are videos featuring me ex-
plaining more deeply some of the most 
important ideas from the book.  You 
might consider assigning these videos 
alongside the chapters or linking to 
them for students to review later.  

THE PIECE-BY-PIECE PRO-
JECT

For those who have students conduct a 
small-scale qualitative study as the final 
product, students benefit from breaking 
the project down into smaller parts.  As 
the animation above shows (there’s also 
a link on the companion website, if you 
can’t see it), you might have students 
turn in sections of a longer paper indi-
vidually.  This reduces the burden of hav-
ing students write everything at the end 
of the semester.  It also puts emphasis 
on the individual parts of a paper as they 
are being described, allowing students 
to really focus on, say, the theoretical 
framework, then to really focus on the 
research questions, then the methods, 
and so on, instead of students trying to 
remember it all for one single writing 
binge.  

 Doing a project piece by piece also 
benefits you as a grader, because you 
will have had a chance to work through 
problems before the projects get turned 
in at the end.  Finally, when it comes 
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time to collate the final paper, students can simply cut and paste corrected 
small assignments into their rightful places.  Be prepared for accolades and 
tears of joy when you point out to them a few weeks before the final paper is 
due that they’ve already written half the paper!

WRITING ALOUD

Why not show students what an expert writer does when she or he composes?   
Much as you might ask a research participant to do during a “think aloud proto-
col” (van Someren, Barnard, & Sandberg, 1994), you can show students what 
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you as an expert consider while writing 
by doing it in front of them and narrat-
ing your decision making.  You can pro-
ject your computer screen while you 
type (warning: typing in front of others 
can be hard!), use a document camera 
while you handwrite, or even compose 
on a chalkboard.

The talking part will likely cause the 
most difficulty; at least it does for me.  I 
tend to write in silence, only my internal 
dialogue to keep me company.  Verbaliz-
ing my thoughts can be tricky.  Over 
time, though, I have found it helpful to 
break a writing process down into steps 
beforehand, making a list of topics I 
want to ensure I cover; that way I won’t 
be nervous that I will forget something 
important.  I also encourage students to 
ask questions while I’m talking, ensur-
ing that I don’t take for granted some-
thing that’s obvious to me but not to a 
novice.  I give them some common sim-
ple questions to shout out: Why did you 
do that?  How did you get from that 
point to that point?  At the end, I encour-
age students to critique the work, and 
along the way—to also help keep them 

engaged—I’m likely to ask for wording 
suggestions.

Many processes might be demon-
strated this way.  For example, consider:

•Distributing some raw data, 
like a transcript, and using it to 
pick a quote and write an SQC 
paragraph (see Chapter 6 of 
HTWQR)

•Paring down and sharpening a 
research question (Chapter 9)

•Demonstrate using transition 
words and signposting to move 
from section to section (Chapter 2)

•Summarize that class’s read-
ings into a literature review para-
graph that treats the literature the-
matically rather than going study 
by study (Chapter 8)

•Doing a revision of a finished 
section, particularly focusing on a 
few parts of speech, like preposi-
tion reduction and getting rid of ob-
vious adjectives (Chapters 3 & 4).

The list could go on.  To put a fine point 
on it, you might do better to show, rather 
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than simply tell about, almost any writ-
ing process.

If your classroom has a document 
camera or connected classroom comput-
ers you can use to project pages of writ-
ing, consider projecting your writing on 
the whiteboard.  Then you can use the 
whiteboard markers to mark up the writ-
ing—nice and big on the screen—while 
everyone watches.  You could also do 
this on a screen recording using your 
word processor, posting it for online 
classes or students to review outside of 
class.

SENTENCE MODELING

I included numerous template sentences 
at the end of many chapters.  I did this 
because, as I say in the book itself, stu-
dents sometimes need some words to 
start from.  I know this to be true for my-
self as a writer.  Whenever I face a new 
writing task or one that makes me nerv-
ous—say, how to raise an uncomfortable 
subject with my dean or what to say to 

someone grieving a sudden death—I go 
to my wife and ask her to give me an ex-
ample of how she might say it.  If it 
sounds good, I will play off of her ap-
proach, perhaps using some of the same 
words or phrases.

The same approach can really help 
students.  Use my templates, if you like; 
just have students fill in the blanks with 
their content.  Or create your own tem-
plates; look for sentences, perhaps in ar-
ticles or books you like, that seem like 
an expected or common thing to say in 
your discipline.  Have students analyze 
the pattern and make their own tem-
plates.  Just emphasize that they must 
build from these, not copy them; other-
wise they could get questioned for pla-
giarism.

WRITING GROUPS

Not every student likes group work.  
Some would prefer to do everything on 
their own.  Of course you should have 
students do all sorts of groupings, from 
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solo to pairs to small groups to full 
class.  Groups, though, work great for 
writing, much more so than other sub-
jects and skills.  The reason is obvious: 
writing means to communicate, and hav-
ing a different human being from the 
writer read it provides the only true 
check.

You can mix grouping sizes within 
the same activity.  I think it works well, 
at the end of a group activity, to have in-
dividuals share a piece of writing—post-
feedback—with the whole class.  That 
way you have a chance to check on how 
well the group helped the individual, 
and you can even dig a little deeper into 
something the group may have missed.  
Everyone benefits from it, whether on 
their own writing being shared or hear-
ing someone else getting feedback.

SHARE YOUR OWN WRITING 
STRUGGLES

Most professors have a hard time admit-
ting they don’t know something or ad-

mitting that they struggle.  I know I 
struggle with my tendency to act like I 
know everything already!  Yet I con-
stantly see that students learn best 
when I let them in on my mistakes, mis-
steps, and tribulations.  

It shouldn’t be a mystery why stu-
dents respond well to knowing that 
their professors must work hard to write 
well.  If you, as their instructor—some-
one they hopefully respect and ad-
mire—have to work hard, students 
won’t see it as a failure if they do, too.  
They will see effort and setbacks as a 
normal part of the process.  Students 
like specific stories of experience, too, so 
if you can share a tale of a particularly 
sticky situation you once faced, they’ll 
attend closely.

I should warn that this advice has 
different implications for me than it 
might for people of other genders, races, 
ages, sexualities, and so on.  Some stu-
dents will take it as weaknesses based 
on those identities if you share prob-
lems.  For example, for women instruc-
tors, some students will interpret admis-
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sions of struggling as weakness, inabil-
ity, or lack of confidence.  Such sexist be-
liefs permeate how students interact in 
the classroom.  To help combat this, I 
recommend emphasizing to students 
that all writers have things to improve 
upon, and that yours happen to be x and 
y.  I would also suggest limiting your ad-
missions to specific writing issues (like 
“I just can’t remember to check for split 
infinitives!”) rather than general insecu-
rities (e.g., “I often feel like a fraud”). Be-
ing specific but still confident that you 
intend to improve helps you seem hu-
man and encourages others to adopt 
your positive attitude about writing.

17



Assessment: Tips for Feedback on 
Students' Qualitative Writing

Perhaps the most important contribu-
tion an instructor can make to a stu-
dent’s writing comes assessing it.  The 
instructor provides an actual audience, a 
window into whether students success-
fully communicated what they wanted 
to, including their mastery of course ma-
terial, qualitative research practices, and 
writing itself.  Given its importance, this 
section features a few ideas for assessing 
students’ written works.

THE SOURCE OF YOUR FEED-
BACK

As I noted in the introduction, many in-
structors avoid providing much writing 
feedback because they don’t think of 
themselves as writing experts.  Perhaps 

they haven’t had much good feedback 
on their own writing during their gradu-
ate program, they may have writing diffi-
culties themselves, or they believe 
there’s some magical knowledge they 
don’t possess.  That’s all fraud anxiety.  
Here’s a closely guarded secret: the best 
feedback comes from your experience as 
a reader first, as a writer second.  

The best help you can give students 
entails reporting your response as a reader.  
How does their writing sound to you?  
Were you confused?  Did they give accu-
rate content?  Could it improve in its 
clarity through revision?  Does it sound 
artful?  Dull?  Overly complicated?  Your 
own reactions, if you can articulate 
them, help students more than any gen-
eralized writing advice could.

18



Possible fixes for students’ problem 
areas can also come from your experi-
ence as a reader.  You’ve likely read 
many articles and books that are well 
written.  Suggest some to students that 
have already dealt with similar problems 
or that provide good, clear models.  

You can also draw from your experi-
ence as a writer; what challenges did 
you face in your own dissertation or 
some article that had to be revised and 
resubmitted?  In my experience, stu-
dents love it when I tell them about my 
own experiences as a researcher; it dem-
onstrates well that qualitative research 
is hard for everyone—not that they are 
struggling because of something wrong 
with them.

WHAT IS GOOD FEEDBACK?

Feedback on learning has a great deal of 
importance, not to mention a large em-
pirical literature behind it (e.g., Hattie & 
Clarke, 2018).  Rather than making you 
read that mound of research, though, I 

suggest you consider the seven key re-
quirements of quality feedback summa-
rized by Wiggins (2012), which weren’t 
intended solely for writing feedback but 
certainly apply to writing. 

First, feedback needs to be “goal-
referenced” (p. 13).  Your feedback 
should explicitly articulate the goal the 
writer ought to have.  Something like, 
“You want readers to stay engaged, so re-
mind them of your thesis when making 
this point and show how the point con-
nects to the thesis” gives the writer a 
sense of why they should do something 
rather than just “Connect to your the-
sis.”

Second, good feedback is “tangible 
and transparent” (p. 13).  In real-world 
writing, tangible feedback comes rarely, 
mainly because many of our readers will 
never tell us how they reacted.  When 
writing for a course or in a dissertation, 
though, we do get direct feedback of the 
effect the writing has, whether detailed 
comments or just a disapproving scowl.  
Make your feedback tangible with 
phrases like “As a reader, I thought this 
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passage was ___ [unclear, compelling, 
etc.]” or “Many readers might get con-
fused here.  Define this word for them.”  
The transparency comes from making 
sure that students know what the con-
cepts embedded in your feedback 
means.  No use frequently commenting 
on their “lack of transitions” if they 
don’t know what you mean by transi-
tions.  You don’t have to explain it every 
time yourself; send them to the corre-
sponding chapter in HTWQR.

Third, good feedback is “action-
able” (p. 14).  In other words, students 
can see specifically what was good or 
not, and they know what to do about it 

in the future.  Putting 
in a comment l ike 
“Good use of details” at 
the end of a paper 
won’t be as informative 
to students as pointing 
out a specific passage 
where their details ap-
peal to you.  Further, if 
you tag on “Try to add 
similarly rich details in 

the previous section,” students will 
know better what kind of action they 
should take to improve in the future.

Fourth, Wiggins notes that good 
feedback is “user-friendly”; “Highly 
technical feedback will seem odd and 
confusing to a novice” (p. 14).  I avoid 
talking about deep, technical discus-
sions of verb tense, for example, when 
giving feedback to even graduate stu-
dents.  Usually I can simply suggest they 
change something to “past tense” and 
suggest an example verb, because what-
ever they are describing “happened in 
the past, when they did the research.”  
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Fifth, good feedback is “timely” (p. 
14).  The sooner students receive feed-
back after writing, the better.  Feedback 
in class just after composing will find 
the memory of doing the writing fresh 
in their minds.  Naturally it takes some 
time to grade a stack of papers, but wait-
ing weeks or months will be less effec-
tive than getting it back in a few days.  I 
explain below that this can be peer feed-
back, too, not just your own.

“Ongoing” feedback is Wiggins’ 
sixth positive quality (p. 15).  Try to give 
feedback along the way, not just once at 
the end.  In the previous chapter, I sug-
gested a piece-by-piece project, where 
students write sections as smaller assign-
ments throughout the course.  This 
gives you a chance to offer formative 
feedback frequently, well before you give 
the final, summative feedback at semes-
ter’s end.  If students get feedback early 
and often, they can practice the skills 
and make their writing better, rather 
than hoping they remember it for the 
next course’s end-of-term paper.

Finally, good feedback is “consis-
tent” (pp. 15-16).  This proves espe-
cially challenging across instructors.  If I 
had a nickle for every student who told 
me their high school English teacher 
contradicted my advice, I’d have like 
$37.50.  So feedback won’t always be 
consistent.  Just make sure that if you 
tell them to do it one way, you don’t tell 
them to do it another way later—unless 
you fully explain why you changed your 
mind.  It’s also a good idea to explicitly 
let students in on the secret that many 
ways of writing are acceptable, depend-
ing on the audience and situation.  That 
way they can understand why some ad-
vice that seems inconsistent actually 
isn’t.  

It can be difficult to achieve all 
seven of these principles at once when 
you’re in the heat of grading.  With prac-
tice, though—and seeking students’ feed-
back on your feedback—you’ll eventu-
ally master helping them with writing.
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D O N ’ T C R U S H T H E I R 
SPIRIT... 

Writing can be emotional and vulnerable 
for many students.  Being too tough too 
early can undercut your goals for stu-
dents, which I assume involves them 
sticking with it long enough to develop.  
Hold off on assigning a summative grade 
as long as you can.  Some instructors 
can hold off until the term’s end, but 
others may need to have grades available 
for reporting mid-term progress.  In 
such situations—if possible—give com-
pletion grades and comments rather 
than summative grades.  That lowers 
the pressure and encourages students to 
try new writing skills.  By the term’s 
end, then, students will better know 
your grading approach and go into the 
paper with more confidence.

I always try to keep an eye out for 
students’ successes rather than only 
pointing out what they’ve done wrong.  
Even for students who are nearly incom-
prehensible, surely something works—or-
ganization, word choice, picking good 

quotes, anything.  If all but one section 
is terrible, point to the section that does 
work and highlight what makes it effec-
tive.  Insert positives periodically so that 
the student doesn’t feel hopeless, as if 
their writing cannot be redeemed.  After 
all, every writer can improve, and, if they 
work at it, they will improve.  Be the 
positive nudge toward improvement.

Be mindful of how many things you 
are asking someone to improve all at 
once.  Will an English learner grasp all 
of their grammar faults after one semes-
ter with you?  No, of course not.  Yet 
you can help her figure out the versus a/
an.  You can help her work on a few 
prepositions that trouble her.  Even for 
fluent English speakers, the improve-
ments possible may be limited within a 
single course, so target the most impor-
tant to their writing’s clarity and preci-
sion rather than deluging them with 
every fault.  That’s not just for protect-
ing feelings; rather, students have natu-
ral limits to how much they can attend 
to at once, so help them focus on the 
most important aspects.

22



... BUT DON’T AVOID CRI-
TIQUE, EITHER

I say in How to Write Qualitative Research 
that one must practice honesty in writ-
ing.  The same goes for teaching.  No 
one ever gets better at writing by being 
lied to about their faults.

Being honest about a student’s writ-
ing can be tough.  Again, students can 
take their writing very personally.  They 
might flush red as you talk.  They may 
get angry or embarrassed.  They might 
withdraw.  They might get defensive and 
argue.  Crying isn’t out of the question.  
(I keep tissues on my office desk, near-
est the student side for a reason.)  If you 
are the type of person who shies away 
from conflict or emotion, it can be easy 
to avoid engaging someone about their 
writing.  Don’t.  If you really want some-
one to improve—to develop the skills 
they will need for their other courses, 
for their thesis, for their careers—you 
can only help them by addressing the is-
sues head on.  Diplomatically and with 
caring, of course, but head on.

ATTEND TO THE “SMALL 
STUFF,” BUT LIMIT CONSE-
QUENCES

Rhetoric and composition scholars, 
those who study the pedagogy of writ-
ing, have for decades debated how much 
attention to pay to grammar and format-
ting issues versus focusing on ideas and 
clarity of expression.  Myhill & Watson 
(2014) have a terrific review of the place 
of direct grammar instruction for writ-
ing in English, overviewing these de-
bates and listing myriad studies that 
show that traditional teaching of gram-
mar has no effect.  It has been proven 
over and over.

Even though traditional, direct 
grammar instruction—just teaching the 
parts of speech disconnected from appli-
cation to one’s writing—has no benefits 
for writing, that doesn’t mean grammar 
and mechanics has no place in your 
teaching.  Rather, the key lessons of 
Structural Functional Linguistics (Halli-
day, 1994) and rhetorical grammar 
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(Kolln, 1996), as I use in How to Write 
Qualitative Research, have shown that 
grammar can be valuable as a metalan-
guage, as a way to think about applying 
language within writing.  In other 
words, it’s not so much that students be 
able to recognize verbs so that they can 
pick them out on a worksheet, but it is 
important to be able to think about 
what verbs do in one’s own writing and 
how to use them better.  It’s also a spe-
cial benefit to know grammar for qualita-
tive researchers, too, because it opens 
up possibilities for data analysis, giving 
insight into participants’ uses of lan-
guage in interviews and observations.

So don’t ignore the small stuff, like 
however not being a conjunction, as if it 
were synonymous with but.  Students 
need to know these things eventually be-
cause, like it or not, Standard English is 
a language of power (Delpit, 1995; El-
bow, 1998), and students deserve access 
to that power.  So point out er-
rors—diplomatically—but don’t make 
that a focus of their grades.  You want 
students to focus their attention on 
ideas, not to have anxiety attacks over 

pronoun agreement.  If you gently in-
struct them, they will develop grammar 
and mechanics as they grow.

LET OTHERS DO SOME OF 
THE ASSESSING

In the end, you as the instructor must 
give the final grade.  That doesn’t mean 
you have to be the only one to read and 
provide feedback.  In fact, it’s best if you 
aren’t students’ only reader, even though 
you’re likely the most expert at qualita-
tive writing in the room.  Having others 
read their work gives students a better 
sense of general readers’ reactions, it 
will help reinforce your comments when 
someone else says it too, and—as a 
lovely side effect for you—those other 
readers can catch grammar mistakes, 
misspellings, and confusing wording 
that take so long to mark.

 Consider building in class-time writ-
ing group activities for getting peer feed-
back on small sections of writing.  Teach 
students what to look for before having 
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them assess one another (e.g., “When 
you look at your partner’s quotation, 
make sure the punctuation has been 
used in a way that you can understand 
it.  Then tell them whether there are 
parts they could cut without affecting 
meaning.”).  This provides benefits and 
practice to both the peer reader and the 
writer.

Similarly, you could assign “writing 
buddies” that work with each other 
throughout the course, even outside of 
class.  This might be pairs or small 
groups (five students should probably 
be a maximum).  They could meet at a 
coffee shop and read, or they can just ex-
change drafts through email.  

I’m also a big advocate of sending 
students to the university writing center 
for feedback, maybe even making it a re-
quired part of the final grade.  There are 
even some online writing help services 
(my university subscribes to a service 
called SmartThinking) that you could di-
rect students to if your university 
doesn’t have a writing center.  These 

benefit the student and ultimately help 
you in grading.

GIVE THEM EXAMPLES

Some people, when faced with new 
tasks, need to start with what some-
thing looks like, a mental image that 
they can hold onto as they begin learn-
ing about it.  For me, whenever I read a 
dissertation from, say, an aviation stu-
dent—a relatively large cohort at my uni-
versity—I have to ask them to give me a 
mental image because I’ve never trained 
to fly a plane.  If they can give me a step-
by-step description, I might not know 
the science, but I can understand the 
pedagogy or curriculum they reference.  
In other areas of endeavor, I don’t re-
quire quite so much visualization.

Writing seems much like that for 
many students.  If they can see what 
someone else has written, they can use 
that to understand better how to write 
something.  They may have to start very 
close to the model, but eventually 
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they’ll be able to start generating their 
own original sentences.  To extend my 
metaphor from the previous paragraph, 
if I were in one of those action movie 
scenarios where the control tower was 
having to talk me through landing a 
plane because something happened to 
the pilots, the first time I would do ex-
actly what they said, flipping the 
switches only in the order they said to.  
If I were unfortunate enough to have to 
land a plane ten more times, I’d be a lit-
tle more relaxed and—who knows?—
might even start anticipating what to do.

When commenting on a student’s 
paper, you can try using examples in a 
similar way.  Early on, perhaps feed 
them specific words to use or even re-
write a sentence for them, just to show 
them how it might be done.  Or give 
them a couple of examples to choose 
from, which forces them to think 
through what their audience or intent 
might be and how to meet it with differ-
ing approaches to writing.  Later, as you 
progress through the semester, they 
won’t need so many direct examples; in-

stead, you can just remind them to con-
sider fixes from earlier.

Use course reading assignments as 
examples, too.  Not only does this en-
courage them to review readings and 
thus cement their learning with frequent 
recall, but it gives you a ready source of 
examples.  Something like “Remember 
how Finders did it when we talked 
about validity?  Go back and see if a simi-
lar approach might work for you here” 
might prompt a student to reanalyze 
prior learning and look for ways to apply 
it to their own writing.  In the process, 
you are teaching the student a strategy 
that they can use to help themselves in 
the future.

SEND THEM TO CREDIBLE 
RESOURCES RATHER THAN 
ALWAYS EXPLAINING IT 
YOURSELF

My wife has always said—though per-
haps she got it from someone else—that 
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“The person doing the work is the per-
son doing the learning.”  I always found 
that to be the case myself.  If I spend 
hours learning something that I have to 
later teach, I learn the material better.  
That didn’t necessarily mean that stu-
dents would learn it better, though.  If I 
did all the work for them in crafting the 
explanation, they weren’t doing enough 
work to make it stick.  The lesson?  
Don’t feel as though you have to do all 
the instruction when you comment on 
students’ papers.  Your students are 
adults, and they can go look up a topic 
themselves for information on how to 
fix a writing ill.  Such self-directed learn-
ing will stick better than you taking ten 
minutes to write a detailed explanation 
for them.   

First, ensure that you have told 
them what to look up; the more specific, 
the better.  A frequent comment of 
mine, for instance, asks students to “Re-
view the rules for using commas around 
conjunctions.”  Another asks them to 
“Review the APA manual’s headings for-
mats.”  If you are too vague, they won’t 
know what the problem was, so “Review 

comma rules” or “Review APA” won’t be 
as helpful.

Next, make sure that you send them 
to credible sources.  The Publication Man-
ual from APA (American Psychological 
Association, 2010) provides a depend-
able source for my discipline.  I also sug-
gest the APA’s online resource site 
(http://www.apastyle.org) and the blog 
(http://blog.apastyle.org), where many 
in-depth and confusing issues are ex-
plained.  Perhaps your discipline uses a 
different style guide that has similar re-
sources.

Online dictionaries provide good in-
formation on spellings, meanings, and 
parts of speech that can be helpful for 
students.  Don’t be shy about asking stu-
dents to look up words that they use 
poorly or confuse with other words.

How to Write Qualitative Research’s 
Chapter 3 contains loads of grammar ad-
vice, but naturally I could not include 
everything students might need to know 
or practice.  For that you might try Pur-
due’s Online Writing Lab’s (OWL) 
m a n y e x p l a i n e r s 
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(https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/se
ction/1/5/).  Kahn Academy also has 
v i d e o l e s s o n s o n g r a m m a r 
(https://www.khanacademy.org/humani
ties/grammar), either for student self-
practice or to include in your lessons if 
numerous students share a particular 
writing malady.  Kahn Academy has in-
teractive practice quizzes, as well.  For 
more practice, students can also look to 
the myriad sources of grammar work-
sheets online.  Emphasize to students 
that everyone needs practice and review 
sometimes, so they shouldn’t feel as if 
such practice is beneath them or a pun-
ishment!  

CONSIDER RUBRICS

Students, like their instructors, are often 
of two minds about rubrics.  Some stu-
dents love them; rubrics tame anxiety by 
reducing the task’s ambiguity.  Other 
students hate them, feeling that they 
suck the creativity from an assignment.  
Instructors, too, vary between loving a 
rubric because it can reduce the subjec-

tivity of grading and hating rubrics be-
cause they can’t realistically cover all the 
things that define quality writing with-
out getting unwieldy.  Ultimately, I 
think it depends on the rubric.  

Rubrics can vary wildly, from just a 
simple list of the criteria you’ll assess to 
a detailed checklist of every tiny compo-
nent you’ll look for.  A rubric can give 
just general descriptors of an entire let-
ter grade category, or it can assign cer-
tain numbers of points for each compo-
nent mentioned.  You can pick from ei-
ther extreme or develop something in be-
tween.  

Consider this rubric, which sits 
closer the more general, more subjective 
end of the continuum:

OBJECTIVE: Student demonstrates 
effective writing skills.  

• Level 4: Exceeds Expecta-
tions: Writes in a convinc-
ing and effective manner. 
Chooses a style and voice 
appropriate for purpose. 
Well-documented, well-
r e s e a r c h e d , w e l l -
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developed. Elaborates effec-
tively and goes beyond ex-
pectations. Writes clearly. 

• Level 3: Meets Expecta-
tions: Writes in an effec-
tive manner. Chooses a 
style and voice appropriate 
for purpose. Documented, 
r e s e a r c h e d , w e l l -
developed. Elaborates effec-
tively and meets expecta-
tions. Writes clearly. 

• Leve l 2 : Marg ina l l y 
Meets Expectat ions: 
Writes in a confusing man-
ner. Lacks clarity. Shows lit-
tle style or voice appropri-
ate for purpose. Elaborates 
little and barely meets ex-
pectations. Writing is dis-
tracting to some extent. 

• Level 1: Does Not Meet 
Expectations: Writes in a 
manner that detracts from 
ideas. Problems with style 
and/or writing ability. Writ-

ing is distracting and lacks 
cogency. 

• Level 0: Fail: Writes inef-
fectively, highly distracting, 
needs major work to make 
readable. 

You can see that these descriptors are 
filled with subjective, ill-defined terms, 
like effective, appropriate, and distracting.  
Yet for some instructors—and I count 
myself among them—this provides the 
right amount of guidance.  I know what 
I mean by “effective,” which can vary 
from paper to paper, and I can explain it 
to students when they aren’t hitting that 
mark.  Using such a vague rubric, how-
ever, requires that it not be the only feed-
back students receive.  Improving their 
writing requires more.

At the other end of the rubric spec-
trum lies highly detailed checklists.  
Onwuegbuzie and colleagues (2012) de-
scribe perhaps the most comprehensive 
example I’ve seen.  They have a two-
rubric grading system for their “qualita-
tive notebooks.”  The first rubric, fo-
cused on content, consists of an astound-
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ing 158 items to check papers against, 
each with a specific point value.  The sec-
ond, focused on writing and APA format-
ting adherence, uses an additional 70 
items to check for in papers.  As a 
grader, I would go cross-eyed trying to 
look for 228 separate things to check off.  
But it works for them.  Go with what 
makes you and your students comfort-
able.

Looking for something a little more 
middle ground?  Consider from the 
health field the Consolidated Criteria for 
Repor t ing Qua l i ta t i ve Research 
(COREQ).  It was based on a metasyn-
thesis (Tong, Sainsbury, & Craig, 2007) 
of quality criteria across numerous 
health journals, finding 32 common cri-
teria to check against.  Some journals 
even require it with submissions of 
q u a l i t a t i v e a r t i c l e s ( s e e 
https://www.elsevier.com/__data/promi
s_misc/ISSM_COREQ_Checklist.pdf).  

You can also create your own ru-
brics, of course.  HTWQR frequently 
breaks down components of qualitative 
writing that might be converted into a 

rubric.  For example, I provide qualities 
for a good title in Chapter 2:

•Represents the content well

•Notes the central theoretical con-
cepts

•May signal the methodology and 
use keywords

•Uses qualitative wording and 
avoids quantitative concepts

•Focuses on the study’s relative 
size, particular participants, and 
chronology

•Has an appropriate length

You might use the whole list to assign a 
holistic score for a students’ title, or you 
might assign points for each quality.

I might also suggest basing a rubric 
on professional group criteria or journal 
criteria, if possible.  In my field of educa-
tion research, for example, the American 
Educational Research Association 
(2006) has its own standards for report-
ing empirical research, covering both 
quantitative and qualitative methods.  
One could easily construct a rubric 
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based on those standards.  Journals 
sometimes have their own guidelines; 
use one from your own discipline.  Em-
ploying such professional resources can 
be particularly helpful to graduate stu-
dents, getting them a jumpstart to learn 
unique disciplinary expectations.  

CONSIDER LETTING THEM 
LISTEN IN ON HOW YOU RE-
ACT

I have begun recording myself grad-
ing students’ papers, speaking my com-
ments aloud alongside (or instead of) 
typing comments into track 
changes.  I simply use 
screen recording software 
to record the paper on the 
screen, my voice, and the 
mouse pointer.  Students 
seem to love it, even better 
than written comments, be-
cause it feels more intimate 
to hear my voice.  It’s like a 
20-minute individual tuto-

rial session.  I can convey encourage-
ment or seriousness or interest or enthu-
siasm with my voice in ways that scrib-
bling in the margins can’t.  And as a bo-
nus, it feels easier and faster for me as 
instructor.  I can speak faster than I can 
type, and I don’t labor over my wording 
when speaking as I do with writing.  
Still, recording 20 minutes usually in-
volves about an hour of reading and 
speaking combined, so this process still 
takes a good bit of labor.  That might 
not work for large course enrollments.

To help you see what I mean, here’s 
a taste of one such video (for those read-
ing on iBooks; for others I have this 
linked on the companion website):
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Thanks

Thanks for using How to Write Qualitative Research.

I hope that you find the book—and this guide—helpful as you embark on guiding students 
toward better, more effective, world-changing qualitative research.

If you have questions or just want to share a wildly successful something that you do with 
your classes or advisees, please feel free to write me at mwh@und.edu.
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