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This course in composition addresses writing as a symbolic action that writers participate 

in for multiple purposes, with diverse audiences, and in various genres. It emphasizes 

writing as a thinking process through the learning and practice of rhetorical strategies for 

inquiry, persuasion, and collaboration in context. 

 

Abstract: 

In 2012-2013, we undertook a lesson study to understand how student writers perceive 

peer comments and what value or usefulness they assign to them.  In 2013-2014, we 

completed the second part of our planned study, during which we performed a similar 

observation of how students attempt to read, understand, and apply instructor comments.  

 

We collected evidence of how students understand instructor comments, how they 

translate them into a process, and how they use the comments to evaluate their revisions. 

In order to make student learning visible, we observed how students read comments that 

we as instructors have written in the margins and at the end of a typical paper assignment, 

and we asked them to paraphrase our comments, to assign them a value for priority in the 

revision process, and to describe how they would go about revising based on the 

instructor critique. We evaluated how accurately the students described the revisions we 

had suggested, assessed how self-aware the writers were regarding the need for revision 

in their writing, and attempted to determine how able and willing they were to apply 

instructor critique to future writing scenarios.   
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Part II: The Lesson 

Expectations 

We theorized that we might again see evidence of an encouraging trait we witnessed in 

our peer comment study. We had noticed that the student revisions were generally of higher 

quality than usual (beyond those specific revisions suggested by the critique), and demonstrated 

more holistic thinking about the revision process. We had concluded that this quality results 

from students having been prompted to think evaluatively about how their writing is perceived 

by a critical audience. Our theory was confirmed to some degree, but also challenged through 

the new contextual awareness we developed. 

 

We envisioned our lesson study as an opportunity to address a number of Student 

Learning Outcomes assessed in our English 110/112 classrooms: 

 Rhetorical Competence (responding to the needs, knowledge, attitudes, and values of 

different audiences and responding appropriately to different kinds of rhetorical 

situations) 

 Critical Thinking, Reading, and Writing (being able to use writing and reading for 

inquiry, learning, and thinking) 

 Processes (having flexible strategies for generating ideas, revising, editing, and 

proofreading and being able to critique their own and others' work and use feedback 

effectively) 

 Knowledge of Conventions (controlling such features as syntax, grammar, usage, 

punctuation, and spelling). 

As we described in the previous year’s proposal, discussions with our fellow writing 

instructors and research in our Composition Committee had exposed not only student inabilities 

to apply constructive criticism from peers and instructors, but a broader lack of awareness on 

our part of what students do when and after they encounter reader feedback. While we have 

opportunities to discuss our comments with students through conferences and workshops, our 

lesson studies have allowed us to isolate what occurs before those one-on-one interactions: 

students reading and making sense of our mute commentary on their writing. By doing so, we 

had hoped to make the time we spend writing comments on student papers more productive by 

better understanding what students do and do not need to be told in order to understand us. We 
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had also hoped to better know what aspects of their writing to discuss in person with students 

while trusting where written comments would suffice.  

Some questions we considered include: 

 When students revise their texts with the help of instructor comments, do they intend to 

satisfy what they perceive as instructors’ individual (perhaps even capricious) 

preferences, or do they understand instructor comments to be articulations of broadly 

established writing principles? 

 When they do not recognize meaningful content in these comments or do not apply them 

to revision, what has happened? 

 In our usual practice, our comments as instructors are received alongside peer critiques. 

For the purpose of our lesson study, should we isolate the instructor comments from peer-

suggested revisions in order to trace the development of our students’ revision strategies 

more clearly, or should we continue our accustomed practice? 

We observed students’ use of instructor comments and attempted to understand these 

transactions, and we are now using our studied awareness to refine our comments to the benefit 

of writers, instructors, and the texts that students produce. 

 

The Lesson Plan 

1. In week 3 or 4 of the semester, the students compose their rough drafts for their first 

formal paper (a 1200-word paper analyzing a professional essay).  

2. The instructor receives drafts of the paper via D2L dropbox, makes 10-12 comments at 

the sentence, paragraph, and global levels of the paper, focusing on those traits of greatest 

immediate concern for each student. 

3. The instructor returns printed copies of the paper in class with comments, but without a 

grade. Students also receive a chart (see Appendix A) asking them to summarize what 

comments they received, to explain how they responded to each comment, to describe 

how they will apply the comment, and to locate where they will apply it. Once students 

have attempted to interpret and describe the instructor comments on their own, they are 

able to consult with their peers and asked to record how this consultation changed their 

interpretation of the comments. Our lesson study team walks around, taking field notes 

and filling in answers to a question sheet and checklist based on our expectations for their 

discussion habits and revising discussions. 
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4. Students take away and revise their paper drafts.  On the day the assignment is due, they 

turn in their rough drafts with comments from their instructor, their interpretation charts, 

and an electronic copy of the final, revised draft of the paper, to which the instructor 

assigns a grade.  Our study lesson team retains these artifacts, as well as our field notes 

and observations. 

 

Part III: The Study 

 

Students were asked to respond to a series of short answer questions while completing 

their comment charts. Responses from the twenty-one students in our sample informed us of 

their past experiences with instructor comments and their attitudes toward how those comments 

were administered and how they might be applied in the writing process. 

 

Question 1: “Which of the comments made by your instructor were related to advice 

you’ve been given about your writing in the past?”  

 

Of the twenty-one students, five (24%) described the familiar appearance of word-choice 

recommendations (including warnings about overly subjective diction and the use of empty 

modifiers). A number of students had been advised regarding rhetorical and structural concerns: 

four (19%) had received comments from previous instructors on developing and expressing 

ideas, three (14%) had been advised regarding excessive and unnecessary summary, and two 

(10%) had been told to revise their paragraph structure in some way. 

Some had also been advised regarding grammatical, mechanical, and other sentence-level 

concerns: three (14%) had been told to improve conciseness, and the same number had been 

given unspecified suggestions regarding grammar (additionally, individual students reported a 

history of run-on sentences and comma use errors). Two students (10%) had been encouraged to 

improve their sentence coherence. Students also reported rhetorical, grammatical or mechanical, 

and other types of instructor feedback, with individual students having been advised to 
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articulate the relevance of their subject matter to themselves, to read and revise aloud, to amend 

unspecified punctuation concerns, to reexamine their verb tenses, and to eliminate redundancy 

in their writing.  

The lack of specificity employed by these students when relating previous grammatical, 

mechanical, rhetorical, and structural critique is worrisome. This may suggest that they have not 

received necessarily specific guidance in the past, or that they only recall the general outline of 

that past guidance, but in terms of their ability to build on past experience, the cause of their 

vague recollection is less critical than its unfortunate result: students whose familiarity with 

basic writing concepts is limited to “I have heard about word choice before” can’t effectively 

diagnose their strengths and weaknesses on that basis. Additionally, the lack of specific tools 

for how to revise or resist weaker modes and constructions evidenced by statements such as “I 

received comments…dealing with summarization. I feel like I often summarize when it is not 

necessary and that gives me trouble sometimes” suggests that, even when equipped with a 

knowledge of previously diagnosed writing obstacles, many students do not know how to grow 

beyond them.  

Some writing advice, even when it is sweeping and seemingly generalized, such as the 

instruction to read all of one’s writing aloud and to have it read and critiqued by peers, can 

inculcate strong writing behaviors in our students (both of these were described by students in 

this survey as previously recommended practices that had fallen out of their habits), but for 

those students whose writing is plagued by faulty logic and mistaken construction, more 

specific critique must be offered, understood, and maintained in order for their writing to 

improve in the long term. 

The students’ comments regarding the tendency of past writing advice to be echoed in the 

current critique gave some clues that may explain why the process of growth and self-awareness 

as a writer can be both gradual and difficult to measure through metrics that require student 

writers to be highly self-aware and motivated by self-assessment. Some comments revealed a 

lack of self-criticism and an unwillingness to look for patterns of strong and weak writing traits 
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within their own composition, even when presented with a diagnosed trait to look for. Such 

students tended to describe their weaker writing behaviors as a fait accompli, saying, for 

example, “strong concise sentence has never been my strong point.”  

One student, seemingly misunderstanding the question, provided a list of specific writing 

traits that we had discussed in the course to that date, all of which had appeared in comments 

from his instructor as causes for concern in his writing. This begs the question why so many 

recent, familiar concerns were neglected in the paper draft, but it also suggests that he, having 

been prompted to recall that these were topics we’d covered, was equipped with the course 

knowledge to carry out his suggested revisions (which he successfully accomplished in his 

subsequent draft). Finally, another student’s misunderstanding underscores the importance of 

making clear to the writers that not every concern the instructor might diagnose will necessarily 

be the subject of detailed critique. For practicality and focused revision, a triage process is 

inevitable, meaning that a student should not mistakenly assume that previous concerns have 

been fully resolved simply because the instructor does not raise that concern, an error witnessed 

in responses such as: “I was surprised I was able to eliminate a sense of awkwardness as I used 

to before.”  

Our student writers were also prompted: “As you make revisions, consider how you are 

responding differently now than you might have in the past.” The students’ responses were 

telling for a number of reasons. Several of them reported greater confidence in their ability to 

correct writing concerns, such as run-on sentences, that had been pointed out in the past; as one 

student explained: “I feel like I know how to fix them or avoid them better than I did in the 

past.” Others expressed greater awareness that revision would be critical to writing success:  “I 

feel more pressured to make correct changes and to make them sound really ellaquent [sic],” 

said one writer.  

It might have been the case that students who repeated previous, known shortcomings in 

their writing did so because, despite recalling previous instructor comments while writing, they 

were unable to enact the suggestions they had been given in the past due to unfamiliar 
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circumstances in the present assignment, incomplete comprehension of the concept they had 

once been cautioned to revise, or because of other obstacles. In fact, this may be true for some 

students, but for others, this lesson presented them with instructor comments that echoed 

previous composition advice which they did not recall or had not suspected would be relevant 

until this new set of comments raised these legacy concerns. As one student said: “I now realize 

I’ve done it again.” 

 

Question 2: “Which comments were new to you?” 

 

 Not surprisingly, many of the responses demonstrated students being presented with 

features of analysis writing to which they had not been previously introduced: ten respondents 

(48%) described being unfamiliar with traits of a short paper analyzing a professional essay, 

including the convention of referring to authors by their last names, the necessity of presenting 

adequately detailed and well-thought-out interpretation and evaluation of the source, and the 

superfluous nature of a conclusion that merely recalls the main points in a 1200-word paper. 

Half of these respondents (24% of the total sample) mentioned unfamiliarity with the 

depth of thought required for successful analysis; one such writer explained that, “The 

comments that questioned the depth of my paper were fairly unheard of in my high school.” All 

of the traits of analysis writing mentioned by these students had been introduced, discussed, and 

illustrated in the class, but respondents suggested that more guidance would be needed to revise 

in response to the instructor’s prompt that more analytical insight was needed; for example, a 

student explained that “I have never been told to do that nor I am I […] sure how to do that.” 

 A smaller number of students described diction and punctuation suggestions as new to 

their experience; three students (14%) reported word choice recommendations to be unfamiliar 

(with one writer remarking that this was very helpful advice to be given), while two students 

(10%) reported comments on run-on sentences and fragments. The student who had been told to 

revise sentence fragments placed blame for this undesirable writing trait on his past instructors, 
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noting that “In the past teachers haven’t taken the time to correct my sentence fragments. So I 

now know how to fix those.” That this responsibility for revising would fall to the student even 

if past instructors had “fixed” these errors was not mentioned, suggesting a misplaced nexus of 

accountability concerning written communication which we will encounter again in the student 

responses.  

Only two students (10%) commented on punctuation concerns as new revision 

suggestions, although one of these writers did provide context on why comma placement might 

continue to pose challenges for her writing: “I always tend to add more than are actually 

needed” suggests that she had self-diagnosed the problem in the past (if, as she claimed, the 

comment had not been made to her by past instructors), but had not diagnosed a pattern or 

specific application that posed problems for her. A student who misunderstood sentence 

construction and how sentences communicate meaning was provoked by an instructor’s 

suggestion—namely that the preposition “by” in her sentence was subordinating a noun phrase 

and thereby preventing it from operating as the subject—to respond by saying “I have never 

heard this before because who’s to say what I want the subject of my sentence to be?” 

Subsequent consultation with a peer relieved the student’s misunderstanding.  

 As students become more accustomed to matters of style and subjective qualities in 

proficient writing, some will become uncomfortable with the ambiguity that reigns when 

deciding how to structure sentences and place paragraph breaks; three respondents (14%) 

commented on this latter issue specifically, with one explicitly alluding to discomfort: 

“Comments new to me would be moving a whole paragraph. Usually I have a pretty good 

vision in my head of how to establish my point. Hopefully this does not continue.” Finally, the 

rarity of students claiming that proofreading concerns were new to them (only one student did 

so) can be credited to past instructors having been comparatively thorough in advising students 

to correct errors and miscues; this rarity cannot be attributed to a scarcity of instructor 

recommendations to proofread this paper carefully, given that this was among the most 

common critiques offered. 
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Question 3: “Did your instructor offer more advice on organization, structure, and ideas, 

or more advice on spelling, grammar, and proofreading?” 

 

 The majority of students (ten writers, or 48% of respondents) noted that structure was the 

main concern of their instructor’s comments; they may have chosen “structure” to serve as a 

supposed synonym for “global” aspects of the paper, given that the majority of instructor 

comments were certainly not on structure in a technical or literal sense. Main ideas (seven 

writers, 33%), proofreading (also seven writers), and organization (four writers, 19%) were also 

noted by students as explicit focal points. Three students (14%) found that they couldn’t judge 

whether more comments were of a global or local focus, and six students (29%) described 

spelling and grammar as key issues the instructor had addressed, but they did not indicate 

whether isolated occurrences or more chronic traits were mentioned, which points toward an 

important caveat in how instructors label or categorize their comments for student 

interpretation.  

Responses to this question demonstrate that a simple labelling of “global” and “local” 

concerns in student writing can create more confusion than is necessary when students use these 

comments to revise: if students identify the need for structural or word choice revision with a 

particular sentence or paragraph, but are not explicitly encouraged to search for this pattern 

elsewhere in their own writing, they may misidentify as local and isolated what is actually a 

global and pervasive recurrence of errors and obstacles that is a more significant hindrance to 

readers. For example, the student who characterized instructor responses as focused “More […] 

on more global areas such as ideas. Also local areas such as word choice” may have been 

accurately applying these labels to the paper at hand, but in other circumstances and for other 

writers, an “idea comment” might be a local matter, while word choice might be a chronic 

strength or weakness. The student who referred to the instructor commenting on “specifically 

grammar” does so seemingly without realizing that “specifically grammar” is a contradiction in 
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terms; similarly, one student interpreted the instructor’s comments as addressing “flow” despite 

the instructor making a point never to use that term, because it has a myriad of misleading 

connotations for readers. 

 A number of students misunderstood the question being asked, including one who 

mistook the question for a yes-or-no inquiry and answered “yes, he gave me ideas on how to 

expand the claims in my paper” and another student who ignored the implied choice between 

“global” and “local” and replied “Instead of telling me what to write, I have to grasp the 

concept myself then write about it. Makes it easier to understand the text and what I’m writing”: 

while the comment is reassuring to the instructor because it accurately characterizes the intent 

of the revision strategy in the course, it does not explicitly address the matter at hand. 

Additionally, one student used the occasion to lament that the instructor had offered  “no ways 

on examples or explanations on how I could proceed” before adding that advice to proofread the 

paper had also been offered; interestingly, proofreading (along with the self-diagnosis of error it 

entails) was apparently not interpreted as that necessary way upon which to proceed. That 

students responded as they did to this question suggests that the majority will mistake 

incidences of a writing trait marked by their instructor as a full catalogue of where this trait 

occurs unless the comments themselves implore students to look for other examples on their 

own. 

 

Question 4: “Roughly how much time do you NORMALLY spend looking over instructor 

comments on your papers? How long do you spend with peer comments?” 

 

 In our previous lesson study, students in another College Writing I section were asked to 

report the amount of time they spent revising based on peer comments; they did so with little 

reluctance to provide specific numbers to measure their behavior. Asked to report their use of 

instructor comments, however, the students in this section were more reluctant to be specific: 

twelve students (57%) estimated in minutes how long they spend with instructor comments, 
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nine (43%) compared this with the number of minutes spent on peer comments, and four (19%) 

gave a total number of minutes spent with peer and instructor comments. Of those who did 

provide specific times, only one spent less than ten minutes, five (42%) said they spent between 

ten and fifteen minutes, four (33%) said they spent between fifteen and thirty minutes, and two 

(17%) said they spent thirty minutes or more. Those who compared these estimates with the 

time they spent with peer comments described spending about half as long with their peer’s 

contributions, a claim that may be explained by the sentiments of a student who said “I do not 

see these as beneficial as instructors’ comments.”  

Whether they provided specific data or not, the writers’ responses can provide insights 

into how they revise. The responses (and the reluctance to report specific durations) suggest that 

students have not been trained how to make use of instructor and peer critique: they do not 

know how much time it should take, so they do not have a frame of reference for their own 

practices. As one student explained:  “[my] previous experience with paper revision is very slim 

[…this is] probably only about the third paper revision I have done like this. So with not very 

much experience, I find myself only spending at most 10 minutes with peer and teacher 

reviews.” Another students who reported a similar lack of experience with substantive 

instructor comments did express an expectation that they would play larger role in revision from 

this point on, noting “I plan on spending more time with these comments.”  

Unfortunately, the reason cited by a number of students for placing greater value on 

instructor comments than on those of peers and collaborators may be among the weakest and 

most artificial: as one student said, “I think it is important to spend time on them because they 

are the ones who grade the paper.” While the practical needs of the student to respect and 

anticipate an instructor’s role as grade warden cannot be denied, that role is in many ways a 

poor preparation for students whose future writing will be assessed by colleagues, subordinates, 

and editors more frequently and more critically than they it will be evaluated in modes 

reminiscent of the traditional classroom. The least that might be expected of student writers in 

this stage of development is that they follow the lead of one respondent, who described 
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balancing the mercenary pressures of grade achievement with the ability to “usually look for a 

variety of viewpoints when I discuss with peers.” 

Regarding the use of peer comments, many students openly expressed a devaluing of this 

resource as well; one writer who characterized her use of instructor comments as taking “a fair 

amount of time” went on to admit that she ignores peer comments if she doesn’t agree with 

them, which is ironic given that they would seem to be the comments that should warrant the 

most attention. Another writer said that peer comments were useful only to provide “a quick fix 

in the paper.” Conversely, however, one writer who said she spends “enough time to see the 

comment and take into account the ways I could improve,” seemingly regardless of whether the 

source was an instructor or peer, also praised the role that peer critique specifically plays in her 

writing, saying she depends on others’ comments, trusting them more than she does her own 

writing instincts.  

The ability to value peer contributions, and collaborative expression in general, must 

come from a combination of instruction and practical experience, preferably in situations in 

which real accomplishment depended upon learning to work with diverse peers, and in which 

behaviors and tools were provided to make this cooperation possible. Our previous lesson study 

project suggests some ways in which this can be actuated, and an additional means to extend the 

time students use collaboratively learning to improve their writing was suggested by the 

respondent whose high school experience included reading and commenting on peer writing 

aloud; such a foregrounding and focus on writing as communication is a simple but effective 

place to begin changing students’ attitudes toward critique and revision, as evidenced by the 

student reporting having spent more time with critical comments than did her peers, and by her 

own writing and revising proficiencies.  

Additionally, students should be encouraged to regard their peer and instructor comments 

as resources that remain available to them throughout the revision process, thus following the 

lead of one respondent who said “I usually spend 30 minutes understanding instructors’ 
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comments and then keep them close while revising,” a sentiment expressed even by writers who 

otherwise struggled to improve their writing in the course.  

 

Question 5: “Would you rather that instructors a) only write advice on your paper, or b) 

only note where in a handbook information can be found, or c) both?" 

 

 Thirteen of the students (62%) expressed a preference for instructor comments linked 

with handbook advice (with a number clarifying that if the pairing was not possible, the 

instructor comments were desirable by themselves), while the remaining eight (38%) preferred 

instructor comments alone. The students’ reasoning provides some insights into how they view 

the revision process. 

 The preference for instructor comments was explained by a student who found them “all 

the better” because the instructor would be grading the paper. One student preferred this form 

because “it is way more efficient”; this sentiment was echoed by another who preferred written 

instructor comments “so I can fix it right away.” This attitude should concern instructors if it 

implies “correction” of “errors” without diagnosis or understanding of the writing behaviors 

that produced the paper. The student who desired a quick fix to her paper seldom performed 

unguided revision early in the course, and she relied on an instructor-supplied checklist of 

“fixes” until this crutch was removed in subsequent papers, at which point she was required to 

do more self-diagnosis—fortunately, she was then successful when acting as her own editor. 

One student who preferred a combination of written critique and handbook links stated 

that he was more secure with instructor comments; evidence, however, contradicted this claim 

as the student expressed irritation when a “corrected” form was not given for him to follow in 

revising his paper. The student describes how thinking about the problem in his writing and 

reading the paper aloud to his peers helped him to revise, but he does not seem to think that is 

outcome was what the instructor intended by mandating peer critique and self-guided diagnosis 

in the course.  
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Other students who preferred the combined approach of written comment and handbook 

link felt this would clarify “what the instructor is getting at” and “broaden the way I see my 

paper.” One student saw the usefulness of the handbook link as conditional on the type of 

revision being undertaken, saying “I would like to have both advice on paper and handbook 

information as sometimes one or the other is not enough, especially if the paper needs a lot of 

work.” Finally, one advocate of combining the instructor and handbook guidance explained that 

“Instructors do both to give the writer a place where he made a mistake and then give and tell 

the writer where to go to get information about how to improve it.” This observation captures 

the instructor’s intention accurately, particularly when future writing projects beyond the 

context of the present English course are taken into account. 

Some writers who did not see value in the linked handbook may have shared the view of 

one student who admitted he “would not spend time with links.” Another rejected the handbook 

approach by saying “We’re in college and are capable adults. If we want to improve it should be 

up to us to learn or approach a professor for help”; it remains to be seen why and how providing 

a handbook link would disrupt this exercise of independence. Perhaps the most compelling 

argument for written instructor critique having benefitted a student writer was expressed in this 

comment: “I personally like just writing on a paper. Then, I can tell the trends of mistakes I 

make. These comment I receive (from all classes) have definitely made me a better writer.” 

 

Instructor Comment Interpretation Chart 

 

For student writers to make efficacious use of instructor comments, they must be able to 

self-diagnose effective and ineffective traits in their own writing by drawing upon the 

instructor’s 1) reference to sound writing strategies and characteristics established in the course 

and 2) highlighted illustrations of these traits in the student’s work. For this practice to be 

successful, the student must be able to extrapolate, interpret, and apply through communication 

with the instructor with the student’s text serving as the medium for their conversation. By 
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examining the meta-communication provided in the Instructor Comment Interpretation Chart 

completed by students, a number of themes can be discerned which will provide useful insight 

into effective teaching. The first of these describes the students’ ability to discern and 

differentiate global and local concerns. 

 

Misunderstanding 1: Global for Local 

 

 While not all students rigorously applied “global” and “local” labels in their 

interpretation of instructor comments, this labeling is not a critical determiner of success for 

them. The measure of success is instead whether the writer can self-diagnose a pattern of 

behavior based on the instructor’s guidance. The interpretive chart of a student who did not 

label global and local concerns may show evidence of the student having looked for the 

recurrence of, for example, sentence-level errors identified and illustrated by the instructor’s 

examples; such evidence appeared in one writer’s chart as “it seems to be only in the one spot 

that the error occurred” and “seems to be in only one isolated spot but could apply elsewhere.” 

Other students did respond with comments such as “applied globally,” followed in some cases 

by an explanation of the strategy for rereading and analyzing “flow” and coherence in 

subsequent revised drafts.  

In one case, a student who applied these labels did so based on where she would apply 

the advice, not strictly interpreting the instructor’s perception of which concerns were singular 

and isolated versus which were recurring. In labeling some punctuation comments, this 

student’s assignment of “local” focus was too narrow: the marked incident should have 

prompted global diagnosis. Another student who demonstrated this strategy also rated the 

helpfulness of instructor comments by dividing them into two categories: 1) “fixed sentence” / 

“grammar fixed” and 2) more detailed explanation of “reading through” and “making sure” that 

sentences were concise and “mishaps” were addressed. Given the looseness with which 

concepts such as “global” and “local” were applied, the labels themselves are not intrinsically 
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useful or educational, and whatever usefulness they do possess depends upon the individual’s 

ability to apply them meaningfully as part of an effective revision scheme. 

A danger is present when students are not motivated to extrapolate instructor comments 

to sentences in which no comment was made, even when the instructor’s comment suggests a 

cause for global revision. Students in our study sometimes referred to comments as local 

criticism in all cases in which the instructor only provided the given critique once, despite it 

being necessary to scan the whole paper for additional occurrences of the critiqued feature; in 

some cases the student seems to have made such a scan of the paper, despite not mentioning this 

explicitly. In circumstances in which a written feature appears only once in a given paper, but is 

a common enough feature to appear often in other writing contexts, it is important that students 

do not dismiss the single occurrence as a simple “fix” to be made and disregarded; for example, 

one of the students in our sample misdiagnosed ineffective pronoun and transition patterns as 

local errors because she only made each error once in this paper, but she would likely continue 

to do so if unable to comprehend the broader principle.  

Students misread instructor comments in a number of ways, including by oversimplifying 

the lesson at hand; for example, one student misinterpreted mixed constructions and serious 

grammatical errors by saying simply “I get too wordy,” although she did, at least, recognize the 

global recurrence of this pattern. Elsewhere, the instructor had criticized her use of wordy 

constructions and sentence style. She acknowledged this, also, as being a global concern, but 

she made no distinction between the instructor’s grammatical error comments and the 

instructor’s style critique, calling both suggestions “most helpful” and noting “I do this a lot 

throughout my essay.” Similarly, when the instructor praised a “particularly concise and 

accurate” paragraph, she indicated that “hopefully” it could be applied globally, but she did not 

indicate comparison and modelling to make it so. 

Similarly, another of the students identified instructor comments as relative only to the 

part of the paper directly indicated, saying “Sometimes I couldn’t tell what was summary and 

what wasn’t” without the instructor explicitly labeling these traits. The student also identified 
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inconsistent verb tenses as being a concern local to two phrases in the paper, but she did place 

value in such critique, saying “this helps with the grammar mistakes I should look for.” While 

this student did correctly interpret the instructor’s suggestion to revise for conciseness as being 

applicable to “this specific sentence as well as others,” she did not describe having performed a 

global scan to identify any additional sentences. This behavior is shared by a student who 

identified a comment as local when it was referring to a specific example of a trait, but stated 

that it “can be other places” or “can appear multiple times,” indicating that he likely had not 

scanned the paper for this trait despite acknowledging it as an option. 

A more extreme form of this error was demonstrated by a student who dismissed all 

crucial distinctions between specific, serious mechanical errors—in this case, sentence 

fragments and incoherent subject/verb constructions, as well as issues of style and readability— 

by repeating “Revise sentence to make sense” instead of interpreting explicitly and specifically 

what was being asked of him. The student also failed to apply diligent effort to critically 

analyzing and applying instructor comments despite demonstrating a capacity to do so in a 

previous exercise. Not all confusion regarding which traits should be seen as global concerns 

and which are local occurrences should be regarded as the murky province of students who are 

unwilling to diligently interpret criticism, however.  

One of the stronger students in the section, having characterized the instructor’s advice as 

straightforward except when invoking new knowledge of specific academic conventions, went 

on to mislabel instructor comments as being limited to “this particular sentence” despite them 

being examples of possible global concern and thus worthy of expanded self-diagnosis. The 

student’s successful revision strategy was not hindered by this mislabeling, however, as he 

welcomed large-scale organizational suggestions and other comments as being “Very good 

advice. Improved my paper.” 

At least one student seemed to be struggling with the uneasy definitions of local and 

global concerns as they relate to each writer: she labelled a particular instructor comment in her 

paper by saying, “Specifically for my paper it’s local, but there are many phrases in other 
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peoples’ paper that could be awkward like mine.” In this, she recognizes the terms as relative 

not only to how a trait functions in her writing, but relative to its existence as a trait. For other 

students, “global” and “local” seem to be defined by the geography of a composition: one writer 

labeled as “local” any critique that related to only “one grammar issue” or that contained “one 

specific problem,” while defining as “global” any “area [that] has mistakes.” Additionally, for 

this student, “global” seems to indicate “idiopathic” as well as “not isolated to a highlighted 

phrase” while “local” indicates a more specific, error-based diagnosis on the instructor’s part.  

As in previous examples, this writer did not seem able to distinguish local examples of 

global concerns from those local concerns that did not serve as examples of a broader rhetorical, 

grammatical, or thematic context. This student, like the others, could be seen as demonstrating a 

failure to apply the global/local spectrum, but her use of the terms, and the varied and 

inconsistent uses demonstrated by other students, are actually revealing the weakness of that 

labelling system and the false distinction that it can imply for student writers.  

 

Misunderstanding 2: A Revision, But Not the One Called For 

 

 In our previous lesson study, we concluded that foregrounding the revision process for 

students, and treating peer critique as a serious, integrated, and assessed part of the course, 

resulted in final drafts of papers that were more carefully crafted, considered in detail, and more 

fully representative of the best writing that our students were capable of producing, specifically 

because we did not allow students to cut corners in these stages of composition, but instead 

provided the scaffold necessary to invest time and effort. This suggested that whether or not 

students responded accurately, directly, and faithfully to what their peers had critiqued, the time 

they spent focused on interpreting that critique in reference to their own writing yielded positive 

outcomes.  

 Not surprisingly, similar conclusions can be drawn from our study of instructor comment 

interpretation by student writers. For example, the student who interpreted the instructor’s 
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comment on “being too wordy” as the “most helpful” advice she received—because she 

claimed she needed “more precise wording”—had identified a worthwhile writing trait to 

develop. There is a danger present in her mistake, however. Not only was her identified trait not 

the diagnosed concern, but in effect the student had downgraded the seriousness of the concern 

noted by the instructor—mixed constructions and serious grammatical errors—by mistaking it 

for a matter of style, not a matter of correctness.  

Similarly, a student who interpreted the instructor’s advice on eliminating incorrect 

preposition use to be an indication of what specific words “I should look to take out” is 

incorrectly perceiving diction to be in error when, in fact, construction is at fault. The same 

student, criticized for not having concise sentences, interpreted this as advice to “make a decent 

sentence,” and this misinterpretation in particular highlights the problem at hand: students 

whose interpretations of instructor comments fall too far from the instructor’s intended 

message—although they are engaged in the useful act of self-diagnosis—may yet be failing to 

identify patterns that will thus remain serious writing challenges for them. Also not 

surprisingly, a considerable measure of fidelity to the instructor’s message is necessary for the 

instructor comment to serve as a meaningful act of communication.  

Finally, the student who noted that “Comments regarding grammar are always helpful 

because I need to improve my grammar skills” may be appreciative of comments on known or 

perceived areas of concern, but students who are relieved when they recognize previously 

diagnosed writing concerns that are resurfacing in their instructor’s latest set of comments may 

be devaluing the instructor’s critique of previously unknown flaws. The desire of students to 

quickly identify the “correction” they can “fix” instead of thinking about what is unfamiliar in 

an instructor’s critique are missing opportunities to grow as writers instead of merely becoming 

more accustomed to being the writer that they have been to date, and it is up to the instructor to 

support and motivate this growth when possible. 
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Low Level of General Knowledge 

 

 A student’s ability to make sense of instructor comments, be they rhetorical, content- or 

idea-based, or even grammatical and mechanical, may be hindered by the student’s lack of 

general knowledge. By exploring one particular student’s interpretation of instructor comments 

on the analytical paper that served as the instrument in our lesson study, it became clear that this 

student was unfamiliar with the concept of “prehistory,” and thus she was confused by the 

instructor’s suggestion that she not refer to historians as the scholars most concerned with 

human evolution. Being aware of individual and shared levels of unexamined, uninformed 

thought aids instructors in knowing where to begin advising their students’ thought process, and 

such awareness allows them to set reasonable limits on what can be accomplished in the course. 

 Students whose self-diagnosis of their writing has led them to conclude that they have 

made their points adequately and with sufficient clarity in their estimation may assume, when 

confronted by the instructor’s charge that they are not communicating effectively, that the 

instructor has simply missed their point, or even that the idea being expressed was too 

sophisticated or fraught with complexity to be grasped in the instructor’s perhaps-hasty reading. 

One such student in our study interpreted suggestions that she improve conciseness to be 

indications from the instructor that she was being too complicated in her thinking and word 

choice, and that she should simplify her ideas. In fact, the thought process as it could be inferred 

was straightforward, but the language was convoluted and confused, not confusing, per se. The 

student did acknowledge that communicating her ideas clearly was a global concern, however. 

 In some cases, these limits of student knowledge relate directly to the modes in which 

writing has been introduced and illustrated to them: for example, a number of students in this 

study and outside it have responded to the instructor’s suggestion that conclusions are not 

necessary in short papers by arguing that such a suggestion is outside their experience and 

contradicts their earlier education. Limited—and limiting—models of composition pedagogy 

are not the focus of our study, but studying how students interpret and apply readers’ criticism 
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has demonstrated to us that they must draw upon these models to the detriment of their maturity 

as composers.  

Similarly, students who are not aware of what the term “grammar” does and does not 

entail may encounter challenges similar to those experienced by the student in our study who 

correctly interpreted a need to remove irrelevant material from his paper, but referred to the 

helpfulness of the suggestion by saying “All grammatical revisions were simple and easy 

fixes”; the student used ditto marks to apply this comment to an additional three interpretations, 

none of which were grammatical in nature. Failing to learn terminologies of grammar and 

mechanics is not what is at stake in such misunderstandings; being unable to use handbooks and 

style sheets, and not learning to become self-reliant as one’s own editor, are the difficulties such 

students may face.   

 

Students Will Read Shallow and Write Lazy Unless Stopped 

  

 The greatest interference in the interpretation and analysis process came from students 

whose attention to the process was shallow or incomplete through an apparent lack of 

determined effort. Some expressed a simplistic understanding of rhetorical standards and 

interpreted instructor comments in ways difficult to apply or carry forward as diagnosis, e.g. “I 

gave a one or the other statement.” One student operating in this mode interpreted suggestions 

to analyze and to evaluate more thoroughly and with more supporting detail as reasons to “cut it 

out, or at least shorten up”; the same student interpreted suggestions not to summarize when 

asked to analyze as indications that he should not “state the text,” which suggests he cannot 

adequately differentiate between restating a text’s ideas and evaluating, arguing about, and 

reflecting upon them. 

 This interference can also be seen in the behavior of a student who indicated that he 

should not be held accountable for gaps in his knowledge, rather than seeing such manifest gaps 

as evidence that he should improve his general knowledge level and increase his agency in 
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learning. For example, he regarded as “confusing” the suggestion that he decide where material 

might be more convincingly placed in the text, and he requested instructions on where to place 

the material. Another student, when told that he had misquoted the source, responded that the 

suggestion was “Not very helpful, be more specific on what about the quote is wrong.” Given 

the importance of policing one’s own fidelity to quoted material, and of being critical of one’s 

own organizational strategies by developing an empathy with readers, such students must be 

encouraged to rely less on instructors’ “corrections” and to become more comfortable with 

completing the critique begun by peers and instructors. 

For some writers, recognizing the veracity of criticism does not equate to valuing the 

process of guided revision. When one student was advised to proofread for missing apostrophes 

with possessive nouns—a common but completely unnecessary proofreading error—the student 

indicated that this comment “applies to the whole paper” but also noted that the comment was 

“not very helpful.” On the other hand, the student regarded advice to connect personal 

experience to the analysis as “very helpful”—despite this being a less glaring concern than the 

immediately off-putting spelling errors, run-on constructions, and use of “text speak” in place 

of academic English that plagued the writer’s oeuvre. Fortunately, the student noted that “I 

needed a reminder to proofread” in response to a more specific suggestion that she revise for 

run-on sentences; this is a healthy awareness to cultivate in the long run.   

 A dearth of effort on the writer’s part manifested not only in the text itself, but in the lack 

of insight and analytical depth required in academic writing. For example, when her 

interpretation of the essay was identified as incorrect, one student said she would “go back and 

find evidence for something more in depth,” but without a strong set of analytical claims, 

evidence has nothing to support. Similarly, the student interpreted a further suggestion to pay 

attention to the essay’s claims as meaning “more examples needed” and “I need more 

evidence.” The student did seem to register an awareness that her reading of the essay was 

factually incorrect. In this case, and in similar circumstances, the instructor must not allow 

writers to avoid seeing their error, and more explicit intervention may be needed; the simple 
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margin comment “How so?” was correctly read by students in the study as meaning “go into 

more depth” and was interpreted as a local application, as it was intended. 

 Other students may be able to place instructor comments into their own words in most 

cases, and may be able to explain the underlying writing principle involved, but they may reject 

closing the circle on their own by rethinking the passage or trait. This weakness was noted in 

responses such as “Confused on how you wanted me to go about fixing this” or “I didn’t 

understand why and how I would go about fixing it”; given that this student seemingly 

understood that his point was unclear and not relevant to the essay being analyzed, it remains to 

be seen what more he required the instructor to say in this case. It is not coincidental that the 

spelling and mechanics in the student’s responses were barely literate; for this student, a high-

functioning carelessness has become such standard practice that to rethink or improve his own 

writing is apparently unfathomable. However, the student is able to understand principles of 

writing in general and even access his own writing in terms of them; apparently, the student is 

not willing to alter his text unless shown exactly what it should be changed into. To him, his 

text is THE TEXT. If the instructor wants it changed to the INSTRUCTOR’S TEXT, the 

student will make the change, but he cannot envision what that text would say. 

 While some students struggled to compose and revise effectively, they can correctly 

identify that, for example, proofreading, punctuation, and analytical errors are frequent and 

serious enough to be global (and crucial) concerns. One such student noted that “more proof 

reading stuff [...] was helpful” and judged that the advice to rethink the author’s claims was a 

helpful suggestion, despite being “confused on how to execute the comment.” In the process of 

struggling with guided revision, the student devised an effective formula for descriptive 

interpretations: Restate the principle that the instructor is invoking, then describe what needs 

changing in the paper. For example, the student wrote “[This comment is] Saying it’s too 

awkward and I agree, if you read it aloud it would sound awkward because it’s a direct quote.” 

As we would discover, this confidence to struggle with writing challenges and avoid the too-
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obvious reading or too-simplistic analysis was the trait of greatest advantage for many students 

in the study.  

 

Confidence is a Factor 

 

Correctly interpreting suggestions that a student draw more insightfully from the text 

being analyzed, for example, and being able to place these suggestions in the student’s own 

words—in this case, “I need to dig a little deeper”—requires the student to take agency in 

creating more thorough analysis: in the words of one student, it requires realizing that a “so-

what?” is needed. A confident student can resist simply removing material if a statement could 

be better stated or supported, as expressed in the comment “this point I made was too vague and 

either needs to be defined or taken out.”  

Confident students in our study acknowledged the worth of instructor suggestions even 

when expressing confusion about how to carry them out, and they made use of and 

acknowledged peer suggestions to a greater extent than did students who seemingly lacked 

confidence when interpreting instructor comments. Expressions of confidence were noted in 

statements such as “the peer evaluation helped me understand that I need to develop my ideas.” 

At least one student consciously invoked confidence as critical to revision when 

confronted by the instructor’s suggestion that she use “stronger coordination” and effective, 

descriptive coordinators; she interpreted this to mean that she needed to “show more confidence 

in my writing by word choice.” In this case and others, the lesson study revealed an aspect of 

student thinking we wouldn’t have seen elsewhere: confidence, and the lack of it, is what the 

revision practice of many students is all about: to this student, the instructor’s invoking of 

“strong” meant “confident,” and expressing waffling claims indicated a lack of it. That the 

student explicitly made that connection for herself is enlightening and provided the instructor 

with insight regarding language choices and the connotations that students will recognize when 
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they are able to apply the critique of a piece of writing to the thought process and expressive 

impulse that created it.  

Misplaced self-certainty, on the other hand, creates additional obstacles to successful 

revision: for example, a student who does not consult with peers, because “I understood the 

meaning of all comments and made the proper adjustment” may rely on unwarranted confidence 

in his or her own ability to definitively interpret instructor advice and judge the efficacy of a 

revision strategy. In place of evaluating the helpfulness of comments, one student wrote only 

the word “correction,” except in three cases when a comment “helped with focusing the 

organization”; from this, it seems the writer saw indicated examples of grammatical and 

mechanical faults as isolated incidences and did not diagnose and scan for other, similar 

concerns. Interestingly, the student identified recurring sentence-level errors, noting “This can 

and must be applied throughout my entire paper” and “although this didn’t [recur] for the rest of 

the paper, it’s a single grammatical [problem].” This is evidence that he did scan the paper for 

these traits but saw revision as “fixes,” not as addressing symptoms of mistaken understanding 

or incomplete knowledge. 

In some cases, misplaced confidence cannot derail an effective revision strategy, 

although it may make the process more convoluted for instructor and writer. One student in this 

situation stated that she disagreed with instructor suggestions concerning readability, but she 

affirmed that she would revise despite her misgivings. The student interpreted the comment that 

her text was not ready for others to attempt reading as an indication she should simply “clarify” 

rather than undertake the serious correction effort that was needed. She also interpreted errors as 

“wording [that] may be confusing,” and she stated that she was “okay” with a rough draft not 

being fully readable or correct. Similarly, she interpreted instructor concerns about a lack of 

context as being reason to remove material rather than to articulate context, and she read a 

criticism of unoriginal thinking and lack of insight as cause to “reword” not rethink.  

The student in question saw as “helpful” only those recommendations that could be 

resolved by an easy “fix,” and she mistook—as did her peers consultants, apparently—the 
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thesis of the analyzed essay as being limited to those ideas expressed in its forecast statement; 

they did not discern the author’s thesis or agenda beyond what they read as the overt forecast 

statement. This may be what led the student to assume that her analytical claim was insightful 

and original, since her statement of the author’s thesis may have seemed to originate with her 

rather than with the source. Finally, the student indicated that a concern was global only if the 

instructor marked more than one instance, not if the instructor indicated that she should look for 

additional instances herself; she, like many others, had misdiagnosed systematic errors in her 

paper as occurring in only “one specific spot.” The same student also saw comments by 

instructor and peers as “not helpful” if they left her with confusion about further application. 

Despite this catalog of hazardous practices, the student’s revised papers in the class were very 

strong, indicating that she held high and rigorous standards for completed drafts, if not earlier 

ones.  

Despite struggling in the course, students who were ultimately successful at revision were 

those able to remain confident that their writing skills would be improved by repeated effort and 

guidance by instructors and peers, and that the revision process itself was meaningful and 

would yield positive results when grading and other forms of assessment were complete. One 

such student demonstrated nuanced evaluations of the helpfulness of instructor comments, such 

as: “This comment pointed out a foolish grammar mistake. It was very helpful,” “I thought this 

comment was too specific,” and “This comment cleared up potential confusion to a reader.” 

Another student who struggled but prevailed in the course claimed that “The most helpful 

instructor comments were the ones suggesting to come up with more original insight. 

Expanding the ideas is what needed to be done as well. I had the hardest time not generalizing.” 

This student saw being asked to think independently and originally as strong teaching, not as 

the origin of least-helpful or most-confusing advice.  

Our study found that the confidence and motivated self-agency of the writer can make the 

revision process more meaningful and more effective when students and instructors share a 

desire to master practical strategies for resolving writing challenges in future projects—an 
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objective which should be present in any college writing course. As one student recognized, 

“Giving the suggestion to read the sentence out loud rather than simply stating it was a run-on 

sentence was very helpful” and “stating why I need to join the quote with the colon is helpful” 

because such comments address and return the student to the thought process that initiated the 

written words. For such comments to be acted upon, of course, the student must want to take 

ownership of his or her writing and want to spend the time and effort with it necessary to bring 

it to fruition.  

 

Peer Critique Reinforces Instructor Critique 

 

 Peers as well as instructors can provide student writers with the enhanced confidence 

they need to thrive; in the words of one writer: “Discussing with instructors and peers helped 

clarify the comments and reassured me that I understood the full meaning of the comment.” 

Some of the strongest students in the section criticized peer consultation because, in the words 

of one such writer, it might only lead to the “same understanding” of the instructor comments as 

they could devise on their own, but for others, discussing how to interpret and apply instructor 

comments with peers was a rewarding experience. A number of students noted that peer 

consultation helped them to understand what summary is; given that a prominent shortcoming 

of many analysis papers has been an excess of unnecessary summary, this is a valuable tool for 

the student and the instructor.   

One such student stated “This comment was most helpful and confusing. After it was 

explained, I used it to revise my essay most.” The confusion expressed by students in 

circumstances such as this can signpost development in their thinking as they face unfamiliar, 

challenging writing advice; peer guidance through the process can help to manage this growth 

process. As we earlier pointed out, students may cling to advice that they have heard before and 

may revise for “fixable” errors while neglecting unfamiliar suggestions; peers with differing 
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levels of experience and familiarity with writing instruction may broaden the writer’s 

understanding.  

Students are often aware of how useful peer critique can be when applied meaningfully, 

and as one writer explained, “Having [peers] rephrase what I wrote via talking, I was able to 

have another viewpoint or perspective about my writing and how to address it better.” Another 

notes that peer consultation spanned both rhetorical and structural themes: “[My peer] and I 

discussed [analysis] and paper structure. This gave me a further understanding on what I need to 

improve on.” Additionally, a student who relied heavily on peer consultation when interpreting 

instructor comments recognized the diversity of views that peers bring to a well-guided writing 

workshop: “my peers had different thoughts on what this could mean and offered good insight.” 

It can be rewarding for students and instructors to recognize moments in which misapprehended 

lessons and miscues from the front of the classroom are remedied by students in collaboration, 

as was the case with the student who misread an instructor’s comment as advising her that “by” 

should not be used in the beginning of a sentence. After peer consultation, she indicated that 

“peers showed me how to change this,” and when asked to assess the helpfulness of the 

comment, she noted “I did not know this.” 

 In some cases, students noted that peer consultation did not help them to understand what 

was meant by the instructor’s suggestion that they pursue greater analytical insight. As 

described earlier, motivating students to read more deeply and interactively is a challenge in 

many cases, and finding the right mix between well-motivated analysts and those in need of 

greater drive is a difficult process. Often, peer consultation focused on helping writers to find 

additional instances of error and to diagnose writing concerns already identified by the 

instructor. Among the simplest but most effective strategies employed by peers in consultation 

involved returning to the paper draft and reading it aloud with the instructor’s comments in 

mind. One student described this practice as “Most helpful […] it helped me see mistakes I 

didn’t see before.”  
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The study confirmed the assertion that students in this section had heard from their 

instructor in the past: that reading a paper draft aloud accelerates and improves the otherwise 

tedious work of revision, especially when done as a peer activity; one student, told to read the 

paper aloud to diagnose awkward sentence structures, noted “reading aloud did help a lot” when 

done with peers, but then wrote “How should I fix? Example?” Taking the initiative to 

experiment and seek many options for a revised draft instead of seeking the one “correct” form 

remains a challenge students must be encouraged to confront.  

 Students often seem to understand the comments and have general ideas about what they 

didn’t do but often seem unsure of how to make the necessary improvements, not so much for 

correcting sentence level issues but for how to develop, support, and analyze ideas.  Across the 

board they seemed to have some difficulty understanding the need for explaining versus 

summarizing or distinguishing between them, so instructor comments in this assignment played 

a major role in revision choices and often led to students being able to ask more focused 

questions in class or in conferences, which often led to effective revisions. 

 

Summary of Findings 

Student interpretation of the comments implies an awareness of a common, taught 

terminology but not necessarily a true understanding of what changes the terminology required 

or how to implement those changes, as exemplified by the students who could restate the 

instructor’s comments but commented on the helpfulness of the instructor comments in 

conjunction with the explanations and suggestions they received upon asking questions in class 

or in conferences.   

Many of the comments were about things that students had done in the past which could 

suggest a lack of desire, motivation, or willingness to make changes, an acceptance of the 

weakness as an unchangeable part of who they are as writers (that’s what I do) or more likely, 

perhaps, a lack of a true understanding of How to find the problem, Why it matters, and How 

exactly to fix it.  While the comments serve a purpose in reminding students that the problems 
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that have plagued them in the past continue to plague them, they do not seem to be adequate 

motivation to make changes in their actual process or product. 

Most seem to value instructor comments written directly on the essay but seem to be 

most inclined to try to get by with a quick fix rather than coming to a complete understanding.  

The use of the chart definitely seemed to inspire more careful consideration of the comments 

than might have been likely without them.  One indicator of this is that while students reported 

spending anywhere from 10-30 minutes on instructor comments, in the classroom they spent an 

average of 2 minutes per comment simply coming to an understanding of what the comment 

meant and devising a plan for addressing the issue flagged.  Since most essays had between 5 

and 10 comments, that would mean 10-20 minutes spent simply understanding the meaning of 

the comment and a plan of action and does not include the time spent implementing that plan. 

The fact that some students would initially label an issue a local one and then, after going 

through additional comments, come to the realization that the concerns were repeated and, 

therefore, must be global suggests that the instructor’s comments served the dual purpose of 

bringing the error or area of concern to the student’s attention as well as to make the student 

aware of a pattern to look for in future revisions rather than looking for problems at random or 

without forethought. A conscious awareness of what types of issues the student should be 

looking for and what those issues look like in the paper would seem to increase the likelihood 

of those issues being discovered and addressed. Hopefully, this understanding will be applied in 

actual, individual revision practices in future writing assignments. 

Draft Comparisons 

A comparison of student drafts with instructor comments in the margins of their final 

graded copies shows that the comments do have a positive impact.  To what degree the 

comments led to changes on their own is unclear, but students definitely addressed issues 

highlighted in the drafts as well as used those comments to ponder specific changes and to 

generate questions they needed to ask their instructor for further clarification or explanation.  
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Most questions students asked in conference with the instructor were a direct response to the 

issues flagged in the drafts.  If for no other reason, such instructor comments would still be 

valuable as a tool to generate more specific questions and to get students to consider revision on 

a deeper level than they likely would on their own.  

The comments also led to significant changes in the drafts.   Even when comments were 

focused on grammar or syntax, the changes made in the paper often went beyond the minimum 

“fix.”   One student, for instance, who had a comment addressing his misuse of semicolons in 

two specific instances didn’t simply take the semicolons out but created  more effective 

sentences overall and later in his paper used a semicolon correctly in a sentence that had none in 

his earlier draft.  Such changes would suggest a deeper understanding on his part of a need for 

clarity and accuracy in his punctuation and wording and would suggest a recognition of those 

issues as global. 

 In many instances in which students were asked to summarize less and analyze more, 

they did so to differing degrees of effectiveness.  While some did significant revisions of the 

ideas or concepts they were addressing, others simply dropped the summary and made changes 

that helped give their essays a clearer analytical focus, even if the analysis lacked the necessary 

development.  In both circumstances, there were significant improvements in audience 

awareness and a sense of purpose for their essay. 

At times, when comments suggested to more clearly tie a sentence or significant portion 

of a paragraph more directly to the purpose or point of the author’s essay, the student would 

often eliminate the idea altogether, either because it didn’t belong in the draft because there was 

no connection or because it was easier to just eliminate it.  In either instance, though, the choice 

usually led to an improvement in clarity and focus. 
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Implications for Future Assignments 

While instructor comments on the essay, in and of themselves, are valued by students, 

opportunities for follow-up questions in class or in conferences, especially in reference to idea 

development and analysis, are necessary for optimum understanding and improvement. 

Any prior interaction with students that can help them to focus on a real audience and 

purpose or otherwise draw their focus away from the concept of revising for a grade or to give 

the teacher what he/she is asking for would most likely improve the quality of thought and 

effort that goes into revision. In addition, keeping the comments audience and purpose focused 

to the extent possible would create a constant reminder that the revisions have an application 

beyond the classroom and instructor approval. 

In making comments, specificity is very important for student understanding given their 

tendency to interpret the comments to fit their preconceived notions of what their writing 

strengths and weaknesses are and to limit their ability to connect a general term to a problem 

with which they have historically struggled.  In addition, specific guidance, which would most 

likely have to occur in conference or workshop settings, on how to identify and locate issues of 

concern in their writing and approaches for dealing with them, beyond handbook references, 

would likely significantly improve the chances of them applying comments to future writing 

assignments. 

Prior to written comments, students need to be made to understand that the lack of a 

comment in the margin does not indicate the lack of a concern and that they should assume that 

any single comment could be applied in multiple instances and that there is an expectation that 

they look specifically for that issue in other places.  
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Questions Requiring Further Consideration: 

 How can we as writing instructors help students develop more self-aware and transferable 

strategies for revising, editing, and proofreading?  For example, how can we help 

students perceive the patterns in their own writing that require revision and encourage 

them to address those patterns more consistently? 

 How can we improve our instructor comments to students so that they will be better able 

to understand them and more apt to apply one comment more globally throughout a 

paper? 

 It appears that more conceptual, idea-level comments are best delivered in dialogue and 

discussion for a more thorough understanding.  How can we best facilitate the 

understanding of these comments and promote more meaningful discussion of concepts, 

support for claims, and logical fallacies during the revision process?  How can we 

promote this level of revision on papers that do not receive instructor comments on the 

rough draft or meeting time in conference?  How can we promote this level of conceptual 

revision during peer editing? 

 It appears that more sentence-level, proofreading comments (e.g. word choice, awkward 

phrasing, punctuation) are understood well enough in either writing or discussion, but in 

either case, they are most often not applied globally.  As a result, one critiqued sentence 

will be revised to become concise and well-worded, while the next paragraph repeats the 

same mistakes.  How can we best facilitate students’ awareness of these sentence-level 

issues and encourage the revision of them throughout a whole paper?  How can we help 

students apply that careful, sentence-level revising to future writing? 
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Lesson Materials 
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Analysis Paper Assignment 

 

Step 1: Choose one of the professional examples that we read in class, or another essay that 

interests you. Reread the work until you are comfortable with its themes and its use of language. 

 

Step 2: Address the theme of the work. Before you begin writing, analyze this text: look for its 

argument. What is it claiming about the world, about human nature, about how truth can be 

gained or about how people should interact with one another? Resist merely repeating what the 

text says. Use the text to support larger claims for which the author seems to be arguing.  

 

Step 3: Write about what you have analyzed. Articulate the author’s claims, and show how 

characterization, character actions, circumstances, events, and abstract quantities like virtue and 

justice interact in the essay to support these claims. 

 

Step 4: Having analyzed the theme of the work and addressed what the author says, move on to 

how s/he says it. This can be done in two steps.  

 

Part 1: Analyze the images, word choices, details, and construction used in the essay. 

Locate any particularly elegant, powerful, or playful passages in the work that show the 

author demonstrating a mastery of language. 

 

Part 2: Connect the use of language to the theme you chose earlier: how does the author 

manipulate language to underscore his/her themes? 

 

Step 5: Once you have analyzed the essay for theme and use of language, form your response 

into a 600-word paper with a clear thesis, consistent use of forecasts and transitions, a concise 

style, and frequent paraphrases and quotations that use the text to support your analysis of it. 

 

Advice: 

Do not summarize plot.  

Do not simply talk about the text, but make specific reference to it and show that you are having 

a dialogue with the work you are analyzing.  

However, do not simply fill up the paper with quotes and paraphrases: craft your own argument 

about the text and let your claims, reasons, and evidence organize the paper.  
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     INSTRUCTOR COMMENT INTERPRETATION CHART 
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Gallery of Artifacts from the Lesson 

 

 

 

 

Two Analysis Papers Containing Peer Comments 

 

Two Completed Instructor Comment Interpretation Charts 
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English 110 Learning Outcomes Statement 

 

Rhetorical Competence 
Students who complete English 110 with a C or better should 

• be able to communicate effectively in writing 

• write with a clear sense of a purpose 

• respond to needs, knowledge, attitudes, and values of different audiences* 

• respond appropriately to different kinds of rhetorical situations 

• adopt appropriate voice, tone, and level of formality 

• write in several genres and contexts 

 

Critical Thinking, Reading, & Writing 
Students who complete English 110 with a C or better should 

• be able to use writing and reading for inquiry, learning, and thinking 

• understand how to find, evaluate, analyze, and synthesize appropriate sources 

• understand how genres shape reading and writing 

• be able to integrate the ideas of others with their own 

• be aware of the relationships among language, knowledge, and power 

 

Processes 

Students who complete English 110 with a C or better should 

• have flexible strategies for generating ideas, revising, editing, and proofreading* 

• understand writing as a recursive process* 

• be able to critique their own and others' work and use feedback effectively* 

 

Knowledge of Conventions 
Students who complete English 110 with a C or better should 

• be able to use a format appropriate to the context 

• have knowledge of genre conventions ranging from structure and paragraphing  

   to tone and mechanics 

• be able to cite and document sources appropriately 

• control such features as syntax, grammar, usage, punctuation, and spelling 

 

Adopted by The English Department 02/05/03 

Revised B/C requirement 4/2010 

 

 

*Outcomes demonstrated in this lesson  
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Appendix B:  

Study Materials 
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Observations of 2014 Lesson Study 

In class observations on Feb. 21, 2014: 

This day Prof. Friesen’s students brought in their rough draft print-outs with the instructor’s 

comments. Prof. Handtke and I observed this class when they filled out their worksheets 

paraphrasing the instructor comments, assigning value to these comments, deciding where to 

apply these comments (locally, in what place(s), or globally throughout the piece), and 

discussing the instructor’s comments with their peers. 

The first group I observed, three young women sitting in the back, started filling out their 

worksheets right away.  One did it by filling out the first two columns, quickly, almost by rote.  

The latter columns asking for assessing application, understanding, and value of the instructor 

comments seemed to slow all three down.  They whisper one or two questions to each other, 

and one stands up to whisper a question to Prof. Friesen.  Mostly they ask for clarification for a 

comment or where their peer thinks they should apply a particular comment.  They also note to 

each other “I had that comment too,” but I don’t see extra note-taking.  Although these women 

did exchange papers and read each other’s comments, they miss the opportunity to talk and 

discuss the comments for deeper understanding.  After 10 min. of brief discussion, they begin 

talking about other, non-class related things.   

The second group I observed, in the second row from the back, consisted of two young women 

and one young man.  This group stays more on task it appears.  One student even asks me to 

look over one of the instructor comments and asks if this was a “compliment”; I reply yes.  

While they seem a bit reluctant to talk at first, they do readily share their drafts and ask each 

other “where do I apply this?” and “So you need this?”  Most of their peer discussion centers on 

clarification, e.g. “What is this?” and locating where to apply comments. 

The last group I observed consisted of three young men and one woman.  They all seemed very 

calm, quiet, and focused on filling out the chart. These students swap their paper drafts and 

worksheets to fill out the fourth column, the column asking for what feedback/suggestions do 

peers have.  Like the first group, this group has lost opportunity to talk together and hash out the 

issues.   

This last group displays not a great deal of confidence in their own writing or critiquing 

abilities; one young man says to the other: “I don’t know.  Do you want me to help you?  I don’t 

know that much.” Interestingly, in all three groups I observed the tendency is to fill out the first 

column of the worksheet asking them to paraphrase all the instructor draft comments.  Rather 



48 
 
 

than digest each problem and see where they could apply it and how it might help the whole 

essay, they take the easier path of first listing off all the critiques at once and then going back 

and seeing where to apply each one individually.  I believe that if the students filled out the 

worksheet one comment across all the columns, they would digest the comments more 

thoroughly, see the patterns more clearly, and realize that many of these comments are not just 

local, but rather more global issues that make a pattern in their writing. 

At the end of the class, Prof. Ryan asks them to pull out a separate sheet of paper and write a 

short essay in response to several questions: “Which of the comments by your instructor were 

related to advice you’ve been given about your writing in the past?  Which comments were new 

to you?  Was instructor advice on organization, structure, and ideas?  (Prof. Friesen adds aloud, 

more “global revisions.”)  Roughly how much time do you normally spend looking over 

instructor comments?  On peer comments?  Would you rather get instructor advice a) only on 

your paper; b) only note where in the handbook to look things up; c) both.” 

 

Observations of Prof. Friesen’s conferences with his ENG110 students on 2/26/14: 

Prof. Friesen begins his conference with [Student 1] by asking “How’s the revision going?”  

Prof. Friesen points out the development in the essay, to go back at length, to give an example 

that having an experience that allows the student to read the essay itself.  He also encourages 

the student to shorten one part, “Trim this down quite a bit to come into the text sooner.”  I see 

[Student 1] writing notes on his draft as he listens to his instructor.  The student asks follow-up 

questions to make sure he understands what to trim, when he should introduce the writer’s 

purpose, and asks about how he can make certain sentences more concise, e.g. “What would 

you suggest I cut out? Exactly what do I cut out?”  The student looks comfortable, leaning into 

Prof. Friesen to see his laptop with the comments on them.   Prof. Friesen responds by walking 

the student through one paragraph in particular and encouraging him to limit this paragraph to 

just three sentences and add a forecast.  He explains that this is a short essay, so the student 

needs to introduce the essay and say what he’s going to do more quickly.  Then they discuss his 

conclusion and what it should do, the comments the student received were to trim down the last 

paragraph and fix some grammar.  Prof. Friesen concludes by looking over the student’s 

worksheet, in particular the fourth column. 

Their discussion begins with the issue of developing [Student 1’s] ideas and giving an example 

(what I call unpacking), then moves to the other instructor comment about concise writing and 

more sentence-level issues, and then finishes with a review of what to revise in the student’s 
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conclusion.  The benefits of the written comments on the rough draft and the worksheet asking 

the students to paraphrase and decide where to apply the comments become very clear in 

conference.  I timed this individual conference at just 12 minutes, but their discussion today 

covered idea and sentence level issues with concrete suggestions for the student on how to 

make his draft better on both levels. 

The next conference was with [Student 2].  She begins by asking about comment6 #6, and Prof. 

Friesen replies that she can take this paragraph about deforestation further, to take this emotion 

and do something with it.  [Student 2] has her own laptop open to the rough draft with 

comments, but she is clearly actively listening to her instructor during conference, and she’s 

writing notes. He tells her, “You’re one of the very few people who had too short an 

introduction.  You need to make clear are you going to evaluate that?  What’s your purpose in 

this paper?  Include forecasting of what you’re going to do.”  She also asks about awkward 

writing and double-spacing the essay itself.  He responds, “I only notice a couple of sentences 

with readability issues.”  It’s clear in this conference that the emphasis is on developing this 

student’s introduction and giving her the basics of what in introduction should do in general.  

Again, this was a brief conference, but a very effective one to target the student’s needs at this 

time to revise the draft and take her writing further. 

The last conference was with [Student 3].  She informs her instructor that she has been to the 

Writing Center already to get help with organizing her claims and arguments.  She mentions 

that reading her essay aloud really helped her catch awkward sentences, and the tutor had done 

so as well.  Prof. Friesen agrees that her “material was strong, but the organization was 

problematic.”  She states that her argument in the second paragraph is stronger, so she’ll switch 

the order of paragraph one and two, and explains why this paragraph makes a stronger 

introduction.  Prof. Friesen suggests having even three paragraphs in the essay.  She asks about 

her conclusion then, “Should I add more?  Should I go in more depth on this comment?”  Prof. 

Friesen replies that she could extend this comment with an example and notes that wording in 

her last sentence, “It seems so peaceful” implies that it’s not in fact so peaceful.  She concludes 

her conference by summing up with she needs to do: rework organization and develop her 

conclusion more. 

I noticed the key to the success of these conferences: the students benefit greatly from having 

the work frontloaded.  First they write the draft, then they receive instructor comments, they 

digest the comments through the paraphrasing worksheet, and lastly they conference with the 

instructor.  The purpose of the conference is to clarify any comments they did not understand 

and to help provide solutions to their revision problems. Breaking down the comments and 
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revision discussion into these steps helps the students better understand what works in their 

essays and what doesn’t and what they need to do to address any issues.  The one difficult thing 

to assess at this point is how well are they able to roll these comments and this kind of self-

awareness of their own writing to future endeavors. 
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Notes and findings from Friesen Student observations 

Classroom Observation: 

Most students observed go right down the first column simply copying all comments.  Cap guy 

back row did first 3 columns for each comment, approximately 2 mins per column. 

Girl next to him did 1 comment at a time, about 2mins- 30 seconds per box. 

Girl in front row took 2 mins-1 second to cover two columns across. 

After copying all of Ryan’s comments, most students went across the row to fill in responses 

for each comment.  

2 students did go down the column with their answers going from one comment to the next in 

any given row. 

Male student, front row, by door, one column at a time about 1 min per box.  Seemed to spend 

little time thinking before writing response down. 

Girl in very back would write a response, look back at comment on the paper, fill in another 

box, look back at the comment on paper, write another response, repeat for each box. Average 

2:09 per box. 

Peer comments/assistance: 

2 students in middle of class, desk side, discussed their issues and compared comments to 

determine they needed to ask further questions of Ryan for clarification. 

8 different students have raised hands to ask Ryan questions. 

2 students asking questions only had first or second box filled out. 

Most students I observed seemed to be comparing comments more than assisting each other 

with them. 

2 females (Paige and Emily?) discussed their comments: “Wrapping ideas around specific 

claims.  What does that mean?  I think I had too many quotes.”    

Male next to them, “I think I had too many quotes too.  He (Ryan) seems to think my quotes 

don’t relate, but I thought they did.” 

Female, “Maybe he means revise son that the quote flows better.  I’m going to ask him.” 
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Male, “Me too.” 

Ryan, ”It isn’t about the meaning or idea.  It’s about the construction of the actual sentence.” 

 

Finished Chart Notes: 

[Student 1]- seems to have good awareness of global/local distinction, acknowledges need to 

look at wordiness throughout paper.  Mentions need to check other quotes for punctuation error 

Ryan mentioned.  On numbered sheet, #1 summarizes issues too much, not enough analysis, 

need to be more analytical throughout paper.  #4 focuses on written instructor comments since 

he grades paper. Ignores peer comments she disagrees with. #5 prefers instructor comments on 

paper.  

Most of her errors were surface or editing, especially wordiness. 

[Student 2] -  #1 Too much summary, not enough analysis.  Recognizes need to be more 

analytical as a global issue.    #4 Trusts peers more than herself. #5 prefers written instructor 

comments since he will be grading paper. 

Too much summary, recognizes need for more analysis. 

[Student 3]- #1 Need to condense explanations.  #5 Instructor comments only on paper “to fix 

right away.” Peer comments usually just a “quick fix” (not sure I, Bruce, understand distinction 

being made). 

Recognizes on-going problem of need to condense and clarify wording but at the same time 

obviously continues to have problem. 

[Student 4]- #1 Recognizes problems but states confusion about how to address them.  For 

instance: “reading aloud did help (find awkward sentences) a lot” but How should I fix them?  

Examples?” 

“The idea needs more support to understand what you’re saying.” (Ryan’s comment) 

 “I need to defend my point stronger.  I’m confused about how and why I would go about fixing 

it.” 

“Distinction doesn’t reflect Goodall’s essay.” (Ryan’s comment) 

“Make sure ideas are clear and relative.” But “I didn’t understand how I could proceed.” 
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#3 “No ways or examples or explanations on how I could proceed.” 

#5 “Prefer both instructor and handbook but am more secure with instructor comments.” 

[Student 5]- #1 “This paragraph largely summarizes plot and could be removed in favor of 

interpretation, evaluation, and original arguments about the text.”  (Ryan’s”) 

“This comment was most helpful and also confusing.  After it was explained, I used it to revise 

my essay the most.” 

#5 Prefer instructor advice written on papers, most efficient. 

 

Conferences: 

I have more detailed notes and specific quotes, but rather than copy them all here, I will just 

summarize. 

First student at 10:45 Tuesday: 

Claims to have understood most comments Ryan wrote.  Asks for clarification of what exactly 

was meant by “interpreting for the reader.”  Ryan tells her to “take the discussion further-why is 

it important?”  Ryan explains different approaches.  “You can interpret or evaluate, but bring in 

more of an argument.  Why is it important?  You DO do that elsewhere.” 

Student, “Should I summarize more?”    Ryan, “No,” proceeds to use examples from paper to 

show need for support and development. 

Student asks about separating a sentence into 2 and is informed it would create a fragment, how 

to use a semicolon, and the need to look for other fragments and sentence level errors in her 

paper. 

 

11:00 Tuesday: 

Ryan- “I told you about reducing the summary, but most of the rest are sentence level issues. 

Questions on that?” 

Student-“No, but what should I not summarize? Should I not talk about the jungle part?” 
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RF- “That you should keep but why is that important?” Student responds and Ryan clarifies.  

“Your next ANALYTICAL point that comes up is… talk about why it matters.”   “Any other 

questions need clarification?” 

Student- “This paragraph…” He is struggling with its meaning/point.  Ryan explains. 

Final comments on wordiness, “look for redundancies, commonalities.  Come back next week if 

you need further assistance.” 

 

11:15 Tuesday 

RF- “How’d it go?” 

Student- “Fine, I took it to the writing center.”  She points out comments, “the Wriitng Center 

said I could talk about the birch tree..” 

RF- “Yeah, explain why.  Connect it to her ideas.” 

Student- “That’s always been something I struggle with, bringing it back to the thesis.” 

RF- “Explain why you use it.” 

Student:  Explains a couple more suggestions the WC made and what she did to correct them. 

RF- “What’s there is good. Take it a step further. 

 

Thoughts and Insights 

Students often seem to understand the comments and have ideas about what they didn’t do but 

often seem unsure of how to make the necessary improvements, not so much for sentence level 

issues but for  development, support, analysis of ideas.  They seem to have some difficulty 

understanding the need for explaining versus summarizing or distinguishing between them, so 

instructor comments in this assignment, played major role in revision choices. 

Their interpretation of the comments implies an awareness of a common, taught, terminology, 

but not necessarily a true understanding of what changes the terminology require or how to 

implement those changes. 
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Many of the comments were about things that students had done in the past which could suggest 

a lack of desire, motivation, or willingness to make changes, an acceptance of the weakness as 

an unchangeable part of who they are as writers (that’s what I do) or more likely, perhaps, a 

lack of a true understanding of How to find the problem, Why it matters, and How exactly to fix 

it.  

Most seem to value instructor comments written directly on the essay, but seem to be most 

inclined to try to get by with a quick fix rather than coming to a complete understanding.  The 

use of the chart definitely seemed to inspire more careful consideration of the comments than 

might have been likely without them. 

While instructor comments on the essay are valued by students, opportunities for follow-up 

questions in class or in conferences, especially in reference to idea development, seem to be 

necessary for optimum understanding and improvement.  

Student estimates for how much time they spend on teacher comments in terms of time 

probably have little correlation to actual practice.  Without the chart, on which students 

averaged about 2 minutes per box, it is unlikely they spend as much time revising left to their 

own devices.  Most students I observed spent about 2 minutes per box interpreting and planning 

how to deal with instructor comments which would be average about 30 minutes for most just 

understanding and planning revisions, not including implementation.  Most students report 

spending less time than that when left to their own devices.   

Students often seem to understand the comments and have ideas about what they didn’t do 

but often seem unsure of how to make the necessary improvements, not so much for 

sentence level issues but for  development, support, andanalysis of ideas.  They seem to have 

some difficulty understanding the need for explaining versus summarizing or distinguishing 

between them, so instructor comments in this assignment played a major role in revision 

choices and often led to students being able to ask more focused questions in class on in 

conferences. 

Their interpretation of the comments implies an awareness of a common, taught terminology 

but not necessarily a true understanding of what changes the terminology requires or how to 

implement those changes. 

Many of the comments were about things that students had done in the past which could 

suggest a lack of desire, motivation, or willingness to make changes, an acceptance of the 

weakness as an unchangeable part of who they are as writers (that’s what I do) or more likely, 



56 
 
 

perhaps, a lack of a true understanding of How to find the problem, Why it matters, and How 

exactly to fix it.  

Most seem to value instructor comments written directly on the essay but seem to be most 

inclined to try to get by with a quick fix rather than coming to a complete understanding.  The 

use of the chart definitely seemed to inspire more careful consideration of the comments than 

might have been likely without them. 

While instructor comments on the essay are valued by students, opportunities for follow-up 

questions in class or in conferences, especially in reference to idea development, seem to be 

necessary for optimum understanding and improvement.  

Student estimates for how much time they spend on teacher comments probably have limited 

correlation to actual practice.  Without the chart, on which students averaged about 2 minutes 

per box, it is unlikely they spend as much time revising left to their own devices.  Most 

students I observed spent about 2 minutes per box interpreting and planning how to deal with 

instructor comments which would average out to about 30 minutes for most just to 

understand and plan revisions, not including the time spent on actual application.  Most 

students report spending less time than that without the additional guidance of the chart or 

the required personal reflection.  

 

The fact that some students would initially label an issue a local one and then, after going 

through additional comments, come to the realization that the concerns were repeated and, 

therefore, must be global suggests that the instructor’s comments served the dual purpose of 

bringing the error or area of concern to the student’s attention as well as make the student 

aware of a pattern to look for in future revisions rather than looking for problems at random 

or without forethought. A conscious awareness of what types of issues the student should be 

looking for and what those issues look like in the paper would seem to increase the likelihood 

of those issues being discovered and addressed. Hopefully, this understanding will be applied 

in actual, individual revision practices in future writing. 

 

 

 


