Making Feedback Less “Marginal”

Problem:
Students hand in their essays or research projects, and teachers spend significant amounts of time writing corrections and comments in the margins; however, those comments are often not as helpful as we hope.  Here are some possible outcomes:  Students don’t read the comments; they may read them, but be confused, or even offended by what they perceive as negative, “mean” comments. Or, they may read and understand the comments pretty well, but have little investment or interest in those particular points.

Goal:
To increase students’ interaction with, and interest in, the feedback process.

Solution:
Before students hand in their papers, ask them to write several questions in the margins that they would like the teacher to answer.  Teachers can ask for just a few—perhaps three or four—or they can ask for one question per major paragraph.  Another idea:  ask students to identify the section of the paper with which they had the most difficulty and write questions about that.
Before doing this the first time in a given semester, the teacher should model the kinds of questions that are  most helpful according to the discipline (English? History? Anthropology?), the assignment, and the class level.


Urge students to ask questions they truly want answered—things they really wondered about as they were writing the paper—and assure them that you will write your answer right there in the margin.  Also, of course, you can still write additional comments and corrects of your own that you consider essential.
Modeling Questions for Students:
Questions about the writing itself:

· Is my thesis statement clear?

· Is the main idea of this paragraph clear?

· Have I supported this point well enough?

· How else can I support this point?

· Have I spent too much time summarizing?

· Have I integrated this quotation correctly?

In English classes, you might want to steer students away from merely asking about minor grammatical issues they could look up independently.  Perhaps limit questions to key grammar issues covered recently in class.  Example:  Is this a run on sentence?  How can I make this sentence less wordy?
Questions about content can be adapted for the subject matter:

· Have I interpreted this correctly?

· Is this a useful example?

· Have I defined this correctly?
· Could this be explained by ( this theory, or concept)?

· Does this seem to contradict what (so and so) said or wrote?
One last point:  This process can be especially useful if you allow the students to revise the paper for a better grade.  Revision is an extremely valuable learning process, and teachers can check through a revised paper quite quickly.
(Adapted from a presentation by Lynn Troyka given at an ECCTYC conference circa 1995)

