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Principles of responding to student writing

Your comments on student writing should clearly 

reflect the hierarchy of your concerns about the paper. 

Major issues should be treated more prominently and 

at greater length; minor issues should be treated 

briefly or not at all. 



Principles of responding to student writing

It is often more helpful to comment explicitly, 

substantively, and in detail about two or three 

important matters than it is to comment superficially 

about many issues. 



Some 

Suggestions for 

Writing 

Comment



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment

I. Reading the Paper 

  A. Thesis: 
Ø Is there one main argument in the paper? 
Ø Does it fulfill the assignment? 
Ø Is the thesis clearly stated near the beginning of the paper? 
Ø Is it interesting, complex? 
Ø Is it argued throughout?



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment

I. Reading the Paper 

    B. Structure: 
Ø Is the paper clearly organized? 
Ø Is it easy to understand the main point of each paragraph? 
Ø Does the order of the overall argument make sense, and is it 

easy to follow?



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment
 I. Reading the Paper 

C. Evidence and Analysis: 

ØDoes the paper offer supporting evidence for each of its 
points?
ØDoes the evidence suggest the writer’s knowledge of the 

subject matter?
Ø Has the paper overlooked any obvious or important pieces of 

evidence? 
ØIs there enough analysis of evidence? 
ØIs the evidence properly attributed, and is the bibliographical 

information correct?



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment
I. Reading the Paper 

D. Sources: 
Ø If appropriate or required, are sources used besides the main text(s) 

under consideration? 
Ø Are they introduced in an understandable way? 
Ø Is their purpose in the argument clear? 
Ø Do they do more than affirm the writer’s viewpoint or represent a 

“straw person” for knocking down?
Ø Are responsible inferences drawn from them? 
Ø Are they properly attributed, and is the bibliographical information 

correct?



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment
I. Reading the Paper 

E. Style: 
Ø Is the style appropriate for its audience? 

Ø Is the paper concise and to the point? 

Ø Are sentences clear and grammatically correct? 

Ø Are there spelling or proofreading errors? 



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment

II. Writing a Final Comment

Your final comment is your chance not only to 

critique the paper at hand but also to communicate 

your expectations about writing and to teach students 

how to write more effective papers in the future. 



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment

II. Writing a Final Comment
The following simple structure will help you present your comments in 

an organized way:

     A. Reflect back the paper’s main point.  If the paper lacks a   
                 thesis, restate the subject area.

 B. Discuss the essay’s strengths. Even very good writers need to   
              know what they’re doing well so that they can do it again  
              in the future. Remember to give specific examples.



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment

II. Writing a Final Comment
The following are simple structure to present your comments in an 

organized way:

    C. Discuss the paper’s weaknesses, focusing on large  
                    problems first. 

               Choose two or three of the most important areas in which  
            the student needs to improve, and present these in order of  
            descending importance. 



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment

II. Writing a Final Comment
The following are simple structure to present your comments in an 

organized way:
    D. Type your final comments if possible. 

Ø write in a straight line (not on an angle or up the side of a page),
Ø avoid writing on the reverse side; instead, append extra sheets 

as needed. 
Ø The more readable your comments are, the more seriously your 

students are likely to take them.



Some Suggestions for Writing 
Comment

III. Some Principles for 

Making Marginal 

Comments 



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment

- Marginal comments are those that are written in 
the margins and between the lines throughout the 
paper.

-It has two main purposes: to show students that 
you attentively read the paper and help students 
understand the connection between the paper and 
your final comments. 



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment

III. Some Principles for Making Marginal Comments 

1. Make some positive comments. 
“Good point” and “great move here” mean a lot to 

students, as do fuller indications of your engagement 
with their writing. 

Students more likely to work hard to improve 
when given some positive feedback.



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment

III. Some Principles for Making Marginal Comments 

2. Comment primarily on patterns—   
             representative strengths and weaknesses. 

 The “pattern” principle applies to grammar and 
other sentence-level problems, too.



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment

III. Some Principles for Making Marginal Comments 

3. Write in complete, detailed sentences. 

Cryptic comments—e.g., “weak thesis,” “more analysis 
needed,” and “evidence?”—will be incompletely understood by 
most students, who will wonder, What makes the thesis weak? 
What does my teacher mean by “analysis”? 

The more specific and concrete your comments, the more 
helpful they’ll be to student writers.



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment

III. Some Principles for Making Marginal Comments 

4. Ask questions. 
Asking questions in the margins promotes a useful 

analytical technique while helping students anticipate 

future readers’ queries.



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment

III. Some Principles for Making Marginal Comments 

5. Use a respectful tone. 

Even in the face of fatigue and frustration, it’s 

important to address students respectfully, as the junior 

colleagues they are.



Some Suggestions for Writing Comment

III. Some Principles for Making Marginal Comments 

6. Write legibly (in any ink but red). 

If students have to struggle to decipher a comment, 

they probably won’t bother. Red ink will make them feel 

as if their essay is being corrected rather than 

responded to.



Tips to improve 
to help you respond 

to your students’ writing:



Tips to improve to help you respond to your students’ writing:

 1. Course planning

a. Design each writing assignment so that it has a clear 

purpose connected to the learning objectives for the course.

b.  Sequence your writing assignments to help students 

acquire skills incrementally, beginning with shorter, simpler 

writing assignments to longer, more complex papers.



Tips to improve to help you respond to your students’ writing:

 1. Course planning

c. Develop and communicate clear grading criteria for 

each writing assignment. 

d. Develop a process for writing comments that will give 

students a clear idea of whether they have or have not 

achieved the course’s learning objectives (and with what 

degree of success). 



Tips to improve to help you respond to your students’ writing:

 2. Writing Comments in the Margins

a. The first time you read through a paper, try to hold 

off on writing comments. Instead, take the time to read the 

paper in its entirety. If you need to take some notes, do so on 

another piece of paper. 



Tips to improve to help you respond to your students’ writing:

 2. Writing Comments in the Margins

b. Respond as a reader, not as a writer.  

Tell the students how you are responding to each part of 

the paper as you read it, pointing out gaps in logic or support 

and noting confusing language where it occurs. 



Tips to improve to help you respond to your students’ writing:
 
Ø For example, if a sentence jumps abruptly to a new topic, 

do not rewrite the sentence to provide a clear transition or 
tell the student how to rewrite it. 

Ø Instead, simply write a note in the margin to indicate the 
problem, then prompt the student to come up with a solution.

Ø In this case, your aim should be to help the student identify 
weaknesses that he or she should improve and NOT to do 
the student’s thinking and writing for them.



Tips to improve to help you respond to your students’ writing:
 
   c. Ask questions to help students revise and improve.

Ø Write questions in the margins rather than instructions.

Ø Use “open” questions  having only one correct answer. It 
can be very effective way to prompt students to think more 
deeply about the topic. 



Tips to improve to help you respond to your students’ writing:
 
   d. Resist the temptation to edit. 

Ø Mark a few examples of repeated errors and direct students 

to attend to those errors. 



Tips to improve to help you respond to your students’ writing:
 
  e. Be specific. 
Ø Comments in the margin such as “vague,” “confusing,” 

and “good” do not help students improve their writing. 

Ø Many students find these comments “vague” and 
“confusing”–and sometimes abrupt or harsh. 



Some examples of specific comments: 
Rather than “vague” 

Ø “Which research finding are you referring to here?”

Ø “I don’t understand your use if the underlined phrase. Can 
you rewrite this sentence?”

Ø “Can you providespecific details to show what you men 
here?”



Some examples of specific comments: 

Instead of “confusing”, “what?” or  “???” 

Ø “I lost the thread of your argument. Why is this 
information important? How is it related to your 
argument?”

Ø “You imply that this point supports your argument, but it 
actually contradicts your point in paragraph 3.”



Some examples of specific comments: 

Rather than “good” 

Ø “This excellent example moves your argument forward.”

Ø “Wonderful transition that helped clarify the connection 
between the two studies you are summarizing.” 

Ø “ An apt metaphor that helped me understand your 
argument about this historical metaphor.”



Tips to improve to help you respond to your students’ writing:

3. Writing Final Comments 

a. Begin by making positive comments; when pointing 

out weaknesses, use a descriptive tone, rather than one that 

conveys disappointment or frustration. 

 



Tips to improve to help you respond to your students’ writing:

3. Writing Final Comments 

b. Limit your comments; do not try to cover everything. 

Focus on the 3-4 most important aspects of the paper. 

Provide a brief summary of 

1) what you understood from the paper and 

2) any difficulties you encountered.



Tips to improve to help you respond to your students’ writing:

3. Writing Final Comments 

c. Distinguish “higher-order” from “lower-order” 
issues. 

Typically, “higher-order” concerns include such aspects as 
the thesis and major supporting points, while “lower-order” 
concerns are grammatical or mechanical aspects of the 
writing.



Tips to improve to help you respond to your students’ writing:

3. Writing Final Comments 

d. Refer students back to comments you wrote in the 
margins. 

For example, you might comment, “Your argument loses 

focus in the fourth paragraph (see my questions in margin).” 



Tips to improve to help you resond to your students’ writing:

3. Writing Final Comments 

  e. Model clear, concise writing. 

Before you write final comments, take a moment to gather 

and order your thoughts.



Ways to Comment 

on 

Students’ Writing



1. Open-ended questions: 

In the early stages of a draft, open-ended 

questions provide students with indications of a 

reader’s reaction and can encourage writers to 

tailor their written work to audience needs and 

add detail and specificity.

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



1. Open-ended questions: 

Examples:

1. How do examples of conflict in other 

relational contexts (like workplaces, parent 

relationships, or sibling relationships) differ from 

conflicts between intimate partners?

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



1. Open-ended questions: 

Examples:
2. How did you manage the functional   

       requirements of this garment’s sleeves with 
       aesthetic considerations?

  3. Why might opponents of excise taxes also be 
      critical of state-run lotteries and gaming?

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



1. Open-ended questions: 

Examples:

4. Given the reaction you observed in this context,  

        what effects would you expect oxygenation to  

        have on other organometallic compounds?

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



2. Coaching: 

  Coaching comments typically isolate a particular 

feature of a text and offer recommendations or 

suggestions for revision. A coaching comment often 

combines a statement of observation with a 

recommendation for another iteration or attempt.

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



2. Coaching: 

Examples:

1. You make an important connection here between the 

intersections of power and authority in social 

relationships and the dynamics of relational conflict. You 

could develop this argument as part of the larger 

argument.

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



2. Coaching: 

Examples:

2.  You’ve picked up on the common term “sin tax” to 

describe excise taxes on items considered to be luxury 

items. How might you distinguish these from excise 

taxes on necessary items (like food or medicine)?

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



3. Praise: 

Effective praise combines two facets: noticing something 

praiseworthy about the text and describing what makes it a 

successful attempt. 

The goal of praise is both to affirm effort and to encourage 

the repetition of the successful choice. 

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



3. Praise: 

Examples:

1. I really appreciate your choice to vary the textile on   

    your sleeve as you describe the project. Not only 

    does it offer greater freedom of movement, but it also 

    adds visual interest.

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



3. Praise: 

Examples:

2. This figure is great. The title describes the    

    important findings that it represents rather than 

    simply restating the variables under consideration.

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



4. Explanation or clarification: 

Ø Explanation or clarification comments typically identify an 

error, misconception, or incomplete understanding in a 

student’s writing and provide correct or complete information.

Ø Explanations and clarifications typically identify an error or 

omission and furnish a better alternative. 

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



4. Explanation or clarification: 

Examples:

1. Remember that “intimate partner” can describe both persons 

currently engaged in a romantic relationship and the 

relationships between people who have suspended or ended 

their relationship. Thus, conflicts with ex-spouses can still be 

considered intimate-partner conflicts even if they no longer 

cohabitate.

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



4. Explanation or clarification: 

Examples:

2. It’s worth noting that while vendors collect excise taxes, the 

collection of taxes is actually an added expense for retailers 

and wholesalers. They are acting as agents of the government 

when they collect taxes and have to expend time and resources 

to transfer payment, but they don’t receive direct compensation 

for that work.

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



5. Closed-ended questions: 

Ø Closed-ended questions often demand a specific 

answer. 

Ø Close ended questions often solicit specific 

information that has been omitted, and students 

will often consider a simple answer as sufficient.

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



5. Closed-ended questions: 

Examples:

1. Is the outer shell of the garment connected to the 

    lining with adhesive?

2. What was the yield of the reaction? 

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



6. Criticism: 
Ø Criticism typically identifies a flaw or weakness related to 

a textual feature. 

Ø Effective criticism usually identifies and describes a 
noteworthy textual feature and explains the challenge, 
issue, or problem associated with it. 

Ø Criticism that lacks specificity  does not supply enough 
information for students to revise strategically. 

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



6. Criticism: 
Examples:

1. In your description of intimate-partner conflict, you often  
    refer to “the man” and “the woman.” It’s important to 
    remember that while gender is a salient feature of 
    intimate partner conflict, we should not presume that the 
    behaviors you describe are necessarily connected to 
   gender expression.

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



6. Criticism: 
Examples:

2. In this paragraph, you use “sales tax” as a synonym for 
    excise tax. While excise taxes are associated with the 

    sale of particular goods, sales tax can apply to any 

   purchase. Thus, a local option sales tax that applies to all 

   transactions would not be an excise tax.

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



7. Commands: 
Ø Commands are comments that demand a student make 

changes to a text. 
Ø Students may revise in response to commands, but may 

not know why such revisions are prudent or necessary. 
Ø When a student is instructed to make a change through 

a command, they will often comply, but rarely will this 
lead to a change in subsequent writing. 

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



7. Commands: 
Examples:
1. Indent your block quotation.

2. Cite this source using APA format.

3. Move this paragraph to the top. 

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



8. Corrections: 

Ø This often occurs with sentence-level errors, 

issues of style and word choice, but can also apply 

when a reader crosses out or removes sentences. 

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



8. Corrections: 

ØUnlike a criticism, which identifies and explains a 

troublesome feature of a text, or a command that 

requires students to comply with an assessor’s 

directive, a correction eliminates it without any 

intervention from the student. 

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing



8. Corrections: 

ØUnlike a criticism, which identifies and explains a 

troublesome feature of a text, or a command that 

requires students to comply with an assessor’s 

directive, a correction eliminates it without any 

intervention from the student. 

Ways to comment on Students’ Writing
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Mitigated Speech



Mitigated Speech  a linguistic term describing 

deferential or indirect speech inherent in 

communication between individuals with 

a perceived High Power Distance. (Gladwell)



It is "any attempt to downplay or sugarcoat the 

meaning of what is being said." The greater the 

perceived difference in social status between individuals 

(Power Distance), the more difficult it becomes for an 

individual of lower status to communicate in direct 

terms with the superior.



Mitigated Speech  is when we 

speak in a deferential way in order 

to be polite or show deference to 

authority.



There are 6 degrees of mitigation with which we make 
suggestions to authority: 

1. Command: "Strategy X is going to be implemented."

2. Team Obligation Statement: "We need to try strategy X.“

3. Team Suggestion:                 "Why don't we try strategy X?"



4. Query:            "Do you think strategy X would help us in this  
          situation?"

5. Preference:    "Perhaps we should take a look at one of these Y  
                            alternatives.“ 
6. Hint:              "I wonder if we could run into any roadblocks on  
                            our current course."



How important is feedback giving? 



What is the purpose of feedback? 



Writing feedback should offer students clear and specific 

guidance of how to improve their performance.



Feedback is….
Ø not editing
Ø for every student
Ø must be prompt
Ø  should be timely
Ø Be sure your feedback has consequences



Mitigation strategies in end comments (Hyland & Hyland)

1. Paired comments: Combining criticism with either praise or 
a suggestion 

 Vocabulary is good but grammar is not accurate 
and often makes your ideas difficult to understand. 

 Good movement from general to specific, but you need 
to make a clearer promise to the reader. 



2. Hedged comments:  Modal verbs, imprecise quantifiers  

Some of the material seemed a little long-winded 
and I wonder if it could have been compressed a little. 

There is possibly too much information here. 



3. Personal attribution: Teacher responds as ordinary  
                                            reader rather than expert 

I’m sorry, but when reading this essay I couldn’t see 
any evidence of this really. Perhaps you should have 
given me your outline to look at with the essay. 

I find it hard to know what the main point of each 
paragraph is. 



4. Interrogative form:   Express element of doubt or  
                                           uncertainty in the comment.

The first two paragraphs – do they need joining? 

Did you check your spelling carefully? Why not make a 
spelling checklist of words you often get wrong and use 
this before handing in your final? 



Becoming a feedback teacher
§ Provide assessment criteria in advance
§   Error correction vs. content critique
§   Proximate vs. holistic feedback
§   Provide indirect feedback
§   Stick to 3-4 main ideas
§   Emotional considerations
§   Keep your tone positive
§   Start with positive and keep it balanced
§   Encourage self-regulation






