
From Terry Myers Zawacki, Director, Writing Across the Curriculum, George Mason University 

Things to Remember When Responding to Student Writing 
 
 

Comprehensive list of suggestions: 
 

• Maintain a positive tone! 
 

• Keep in mind your objectives for responding.  You want to provide 
helpful information.   

 
Informative comments might take these forms: 

o Comments asking for clarification 

o Comments directing attention to areas of the paper that need work 

o Comments explaining an effect on the reader of a sentence or 
passage  

 
• Resist the urge to edit.  Research suggests that it does students more 

good to find and fix their own errors.  (You can point an error out one 
time, explain it, and then mark subsequent errors of this type with a 
check, underline, or circle.) 

 
• If you get too frustrated, stop reading and ask the student to revise 

and/or edit. (You can give late grades if you have to give papers back 
for editing.) 

 
• Use your final comment for summing up both the strengths and 

weaknesses of the paper.  Make sure to explain a student’s strengths 
as specifically as you explain their weaknesses. 

 
A rubric for writing your final comments: 
 

• Begin with a sentence or two praising or commenting on the strengths 
of the paper.  Avoid undercutting your praise with “but.”   

 
• Identify one or two problems or areas which need attention and 

explain why these areas present problems for the reader. 
 

• Make some specific recommendations for improvement in the paper or 
subsequent papers.  Be careful not to overwhelm the student with 
advice.  Recommendations might be given in bulleted or numbered 
form.   
 
 



From Terry Myers Zawacki, Director, Writing Across the Curriculum, George Mason University 

 
Prioritize Your Comments 

 
 
 
Higher Order Concerns 
 

• Does the paper fulfill the assignment?  
 

• Does the writer have a thesis, and if so, does it address the question? 
 

• What is the quality of the argument itself? 
 

• Is the paper well structured overall? (Relevant title? Clear and focused 
introduction? Opening sentences of paragraphs provide topics and/or 
transitions for the reader?) 

 
• Is the paper well structured at the micro-level? (Why such short/long 

paragraphs? Evidence relevant to the topic of paragraph? Gaps in 
reasoning? Sentences don’t follow logically?) 

 
 
Lower Order Concerns 
 

• Are there stylistic problems you find annoying? (Unclear use of “this” 
and “it”? Wordiness? Excessive subordination before writer arrives at 
main clause?) 

 
• Is the paper free (or relatively free) of errors in grammar, punctuation, 

and spelling? (You can use the “carrot-stick” strategy, e.g., I reduced 
your grade by X amount for excessive errors in ____ and ____.  Find 
the errors, fix them, and I’ll consider raising your grade.”)   

 
Advice: Note up to three patterns of error you see in the paper; 
explain the errors the first time they occur; thereafter, put a number 
designating the error and ask the student to fix the mistake. 

 
 
 

(Above material taken from John Bean’s Engaging Ideas
 

, pp 243-53) 
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