The Writing Program @ The College of New Jersey, FSP Feedback Workshop, May 12, 2011

A Breakdown of Common Types of Comments on Student Writing

1. Evaluative: 

· Frustrated/Impatient:  “You haven’t really thought this through.” or “You’re not trying hard enough!” “My biggest problem with the paper is . . .”

· Respectful or encouraging: “Interesting Idea!” or “You made a great connection here.”

2. Descriptive:  
· Analytical: “Your introduction made me expect to hear about X; your paper is about Y.” 
· Approving: “Very effective transitional phrases.”

3. Questions

a) More open-ended: “What’s the logic here?” or “What do you think of X’s ideas?”

b) Targeted: “What is your evidence for this assertion?” or “Do you think X’s point is a good one?  Is X making any unstated, debatable assumptions?

4. Instructions

a) General: “Provide more evidence.” Or “Do more analysis, less summary.”

b) Specific: “Relate this point to the ideas in the previous paragraph.” Or “Be sure to respond to opposing viewpoints.” Or “Move this paragraph to page 3.”

All of the above are appropriate (except the frustrated/impatient evaluative ones!) in certain circumstances. The key is knowing whether the student to whom you are writing will know what to do with your comment.

For example, can this student translate a descriptive observation (“Your paragraphs do not flow as well as they might”) or even a question (“Is this the most effective location for this paragraph?”) into a plan for action?  

More often than not, useful feedback from a coach/teacher involves providing guidance for that action plan. So, comments such as:

“Why are you going in this direction” or “How does this relate to the previous paragraph?” 
might become:
 “Readers often expect explanations of how the last point you made relates to a new point that you’re developing. Make those connections explicit in a transitional sentence here.”

Sometimes, students need to see this kind of writing modeled. It is occasionally helpful to write the beginning of a sentence to get them going on the right path. If you are conferencing in person, it is even easier to prompt the student to do the new writing.

