THE TWO PARADOXES OF RESPONDING
From Peter Elbow and Pat Belanoff, Sharing and Responding (New York: Random House, 1989)

First paradox: The reader is always right; the writer is always right. The reader gets to decide what's true about her reaction: about what she sees or what happened to her, about what she thinks or how she feels. It makes no sense to quarrel with the reader about what's happening to her (though you can ask the reader to explain more fully what she is saying).
But you, as the writer, get to decide what to do about the feedback you get: what changes to make, if any. You don't have to follow her advice. Just listen openly -- swallow it all. You can do that better if you realize that you get to take your time and make up your own mind -- perhaps making no changes in your writing at all.

Second paradox: The writer must be in charge; the writer must sit back quietly too. As the writer, you must be in control. It's your writing. Don't be passive or helpless. Don't just put your writing out and let them give you any feedback. You need to decide what kind of feedback (if any) you need for this particular piece of writing. Is your main goal to improve this piece of writing? Or perhaps you don't really care about working any more on this piece -- your main goal is to work on your writing in general. Or perhaps you don't want to work at anything-but instead just enjoy sharing this piece and hearing what others have to say. You need to make your own decisions about what will help you. Don’t let readers make those decisions.
Therefore, ask readers for what you want or need -- and insist that you get it. Don't be afraid to stop them if they start giving you what you don't want. (Remember, for instance, that even after you are very experienced with all kinds of feedback, you may need to ask readers to hold back all criticism for a piece that you feel tender about. This can be a very appropriate decision; stick up for it.)

Nevertheless, you mostly have to sit back and just listen. If you are talking a lot, you are probably preventing them from giving you the good feedback they could give. (For example, don't argue if they misunderstand what you wrote. Their misunderstanding is valuable. You need to understand their misunderstanding better in order to figure out whether you need to make any changes.)

Let the readers tell you if they think you are asking for inappropriate feedback -- or for feedback they can't give or don't want to give. For example, they may sense that your piece is still unformed and think that it doesn't make sense to give judgment. They may think sayback or descriptive feedback would be more helpful. Or they may simply hate giving judgment. Listen to them. See whether perhaps you should go along: they may be right.

If you aren't getting honest, serious, or caring feedback, don't just blame your readers. It's probably because you haven't convinced them that you really want it. Instead of blaming the readers, simply insist that they give you what you need.
What follows is a summary of the kinds of feedback we have earlier described.
1.  No Responding to Sharing
	 How to Use It
	When It's Useful

	Just read your words out loud; see what they sound like. You probably learn more from the act of reading in the presence of listeners than from any kind of feedback.
	When you don't have much time. Or at a very early stage when you're just exploring or feeling fragile about what you've written and don't want criticism. Also useful when you are completely finished with a piece: you've finally got it the way you want it or you don't have the time or energy to make any changes-so it's time to celebrate by sharing it with others and not getting feedback at all.


2. Pointing

	How to Use It
	When It's Useful

	Ask readers: "Which words or phrases  stick in mind?
	When you want to know what is getting through.

	Which passages or features did you like best? Don't
	Or when you want a bit of confidence and support.

	explain why. Just write down that passage or word.”
	 


  3.  Movies of the Mind
	How to use It
	When It's Useful

	Get readers to tell you frankly what happens inside
	Movies of the mind are useful at any stage,

	their heads as they read your words.
	but they depend on a relationship of trust and support .

	Get them to give subjective "I statements" about what is happening in them, not allegedly objective "it statements" about the text.
	 “I see a person who…”
“ This piece makes me feel…”
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4. Sayback
	How to Use It
	When It's Useful

	Ask readers: "Say back to me in your
	At an early stage when you are still

	own words what you hear me getting
	groping, when you may not yet have

	at in my writing. But say it more as a
	been able to write what you are really

	question than as an answer-to invite
	trying to say. If readers say back to

	me to figure out better what I really
	you what they hear-and invite you

	want to Say."
	to talk-this often leads you to exactly

	 
	what you want to write.


5. Summarizing

	How to Use It
	When It's Useful

	Ask: "What do you hear as my main
	When you want to know what's

	point or idea (or event or feeling)?
	getting through. If a reader says she

	And the subsidiary ones?"
	disagrees with you, you need to know

	
	what she thinks you are saying.
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