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	Less Is More: Giving Feedback on Student Papers

Often instructors feel that they must mark every error on a student’s paper. Poorly written papers “should bleed,” according to master teacher Carol Jago. 

There are two problems with this approach. One: responsibility for finding errors rests with the instructor, not the student. Two: all that work produces very little improvement in students’ writing.

What does work? Here are some ways to give feedback with minimal effort but maximum result.

Draw a Line in the Sand
If a paper is an incoherent mess, read as much as you can stand. Mark the first paragraph or two heavily to show the extent of the problems. Then draw a line where you stopped reading. Make a comment in the margin that you’ve edited only this section and that the student is responsible for correcting the problems you’ve pointed out in the rest of the paper. Tell the student that you will accept the paper only after it has been revised (Dick, 1998). 

Give Quick “Impression Grades”
Getting papers covered in red ink can discourage students. An alternative is to give “impression grades,” which give an overall view of whether a paper is strong, acceptable, or weak. After reviewing general strengths and weaknesses of the papers with the class, instructors can allow students to submit the paper again for more personalized comments (Winter & Winter, 1995, p. 44).
Another approach is to identify categories, such as content, clarity, and correctness, and mark each category with a plus, check mark, or minus.

Remember that Less Is More
Avoid the temptation to mark every error. “Students are often overwhelmed and paralyzed when they receive essays on which the instructor's comments trail into every margin and leave a depressing map of error and negative response” (“Handling,” 2008). 

Instead, mark errors the first time they occur or point out a pattern of error; for example, “your paper has many fragments, which make it hard to follow your ideas.” Made some general comments at the beginning or end of the paper that focus on the things that are most important to you and identify at least one thing the student has done well.

Have Students Use Checklists to Evaluate Their Papers
Before students turn in papers, ask them to use a rubric or checklist to review their work. Students who don’t have access to computers in class could attach a printed copy of the rubric/checklist to their papers. Students with access to computers could work with a peer and make any needed revisions before turning the paper in.

Highlight Errors that Must Be Corrected
Not all errors are significant. Quible (2006) highlights the errors he wants students to correct. “When graded work is returned to the students, a record sheet is attached on which they write their revisions. Thus,  I am able to check resubmitted work very quickly” (p. 295). Quible uses a code to identify the type of error and asks students to correct only major mistakes, such as fragments or run-ons.
Use Minimal Marking
Haswell (1983) places check marks in the margin to identify errors students must identify and correct. 
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