Managing the Paper Load

(Adapted from Richard Straub, The Practice of Response:  Strategies for Commenting on Student Writing, Hampton 2000)

Planning Comments Across the Course

1. You don’t have to respond, much less respond fully, to all lab reports.  Not every paper you read will need to be commented on extensively.  Some writing requires only a quick read-through, where others require a well-placed question or two, a couple acknowledgements or several comments.  You don’t have to provide equal time or make the same type of response for every paper.  Give only as much response as the individual paper merits.

2. Be selective about what issues you deal with in your comments.  Use the rubric as a guide of what is most important for students to include.  

3. Establish a sequence of concerns you will emphasize in your reading and responding across the semester.  Ask the professor what their desired focus is.  For example in the first writing lab, focus on the Introduction.  For later labs, give more extensive comments on the other sections, Conclusion, Discussion, Results, Methods (this order given by levels of highest critical thinking to lowest).

4. Decide where in the course you will provide detailed sets of comments and where you will provide only brief commentary.  I would suggest a little more detailed comments on labs 1, 3, and 5 so students can be given the chance to improve in between assignments and in case labs are not returned by the time the next lab is handed in.

Planning Comments Before Each Set of Papers

1. Before you begin reading or after you’ve glanced through your set of papers, get set in your mind what your main concerns will be on this set of papers.  Read through the rubric so you know what you are looking for, so your responses will be better and so you will be more efficient.

2. Decide which modes of commentary you will use and why.  You could use praise and open questions to give students a sense of what you are looking for while keeping them in charge of their own writing, or point out problems and certain revisions to provide more detailed direction.

3. If you find yourself getting overwhelmed with the load, cut back on the time you give to response by dividing the stack in half.  Skim through and see which ones might need more in-depth commentary, or read half of the students’ papers more fully this lab, the other half more fully the next.  

Responding to Individual Papers

1. Read through the paper once quickly without stopping to make any comments.  As you go, identify (with plusses, minuses, dashes, or checks) the concerns you’ll take up in your response and select key problems.  This double reading might seem to take more time, but actually might save you in the long run.  It can quickly show you which papers need more extensive comments.
2. Limit the scope of your responses.  As mentioned previously, focus on two or three priorities, then work on other priorities for later reports.

3. Instead of dealing with every instance or every concern you take up in a paper, concentrate on only a few places where these issues arise (such as pointing out grammatical mistakes on the first page) and then let the student take care of the rest.
4. If you address fewer issues, you can deal more fully with the comments you do make.  By making fewer comments but writing them out more fully, you can help students better understand the comments and use them more effectively to improve their writing and develop practical understanding as writers. 

5. Use minimal marking to indicate errors.  For example, you could use a checkmark to indicate the student included the required content, and a minus with a point value to indicate missing content and how many points were deducted based on the rubric.  Underline misspelled words or squiggly under incorrect grammar or tense.  Draw a box around key content or statements.  Get creative, but be consistent!

6. When you hand papers back, give students time to look over your responses and ask questions as a class so they can understand what you were looking for and help you know what responses are most helpful to them (
