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WHY COMMENTS MATTER 

• “Our Comments play an important social role: They help students feel less anonymous and convey a 

sense of academic belonging” (xi). 

• “We comment on students’ writing not only to demonstrate the presence of a reader but also to 

help our students become that questioning reader themselves, because ultimately we believe that 

becoming such a reader will help them read and respond to their own thoughts and words and 

develop control over their writing” (xi). 

• “When students respond to their teachers’ constructive comments and revise their ideas, they do 

so because students imagine their teachers as readers waiting for their ideas, not as readers waiting 

to record what they’ve done wrong.  Knowing that there is a real, live person—a teacher as 

reader—at the end of the composing process imbues that process with meaning and significance 

that would be otherwise be absent” (xi). 



SEEING COMMENTS THROUGH 
STUDENTS’ EYES  

• “When students were asked each year to describe their best writing experiences, two overriding 

characteristics emerged: (1) the opportunity to write about something that matters to the student 

and (2) the opportunity to engage with an instructor through comments” (xiii). 

• “Implicitly or explicitly, these word [our comments] contain messages about who students are and 

who they might become as writers, and they reveal teachers’ investment in their students’ potential.  

These messages can propel students forward with their writing, inspire them to experiment, and 

provide them a reason to master the conventions and expectations of academic writing” (xiii). 

• “From the students we followed, I learned that comments need not be monumental, but their 

influence often extends beyond the margins of student papers and outside classroom wall” (xiii).  



THE CALL-AND-RESPONSE OF 
COMMENTING 

• “Everything shifts when we transfer the focus of our comments from the paper to the student, 

from monologue to dialogue, and from teacher-centered commands to student-teacher 

partnerships” (xiv). 

• “This partnership has as much to do with students’ willingness to hear and accept honest and 

constructive assessment of their work as it does with teachers’ willingness to offer such 

assessment” (xiv). 

 



SETTING THE SCENE FOR RESPONDING: 
 

•  “…responding becomes less 

overwhelming for both students and 

teachers, when we focus our purpose on 

student learning and ask: What will students 

learn from our written comments? And how 

will our comments teach these lessons” (1). 

• Offering one lesson at a time 

• Understanding the purpose of comments 

• The dangers of overcommenting 

• Creating a link between classroom and 

comments 



ENGAGING STUDENTS IN A DIALOGUE 
ABOUT THEIR WRITING 

• “We owe it to ourselves and to our 

students to make sure our comments 

become texts worthy of reflection, 

interpretation, and discussion, just like 

every other text in class” (9) 

• Establishing a role for students in the 

dialogue 

• Revising with comments 

• The Dear Reader letter 

• Making the most of comments 

 



WRITING MARGINAL COMMENTS 

Suggestions for writing marginal comments: 

– Identify patterns—representative strengths and limitations—to help student gain control over their 

writing 

– Anchor marginal comments in the specifics of a text to avoid vague directives 

– Use the common language of the classroom to engage student in a dialogue about their writing 

– Link marginal comments to specific handbook lessons 



WRITING END COMMENTS 

• End comments on early drafts vs. end comments on final drafts 

• Taking students seriously 

– “If a teacher’s comment takes a student seriously as—resonating with something the student has 

noticed, guiding without appropriating the student’s way of seeing and re-seeing—the comment will 

transcend the draft at hand and will travel with the student across draft” (24). 



MANAGING THE 
PAPER LOAD   

How to respond with the less is more approach: 

• Connect comments to specific assignment goals 

• Connect comments on early drafts to global issues 

• Connect comments to patterns 

• Connect comments to student’s specific questions 

 



MANAGING THE PAPER LOAD 

• Focusing on student learning 

– “The first step to handling the paper load 

and managing time is to keep the 

connection between comments and 

learning squarely in mind” (27). 

• Varying the purpose of comments 

– “A “Trends and Patterns” handout 

provides an opportunity to minimize end 

comments, while maximizing explanations 

to all students about how to address and 

resolve common problems” (29) 

• Varying the style of comments 

– Face-to-face conferences 

– Recorded oral comments 

– Podcasts 

• Mentoring students to become thoughtful 
readers 

– Peer Review 

• Resisting the urge to correct grammar and 
punctuation errors 

• Finding a role for grading rubrics 

– What is the role of the rubric in instruction? 

 


