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Introduction to the Annotated Comment Archive
This text, with a research paper comment archive that is available for download, has two
potential purposes. One is to supplement my three-volume Advanced Academic Writing series,
also published by Royal Fireworks Press, and the other is to offer a stand-alone resource for
grading student papers.
Even the most successful teacher knows how it feels to work hard and come up short. As
teachers, we often succeed, but we also sometimes form ambitious plans for student learning,
only to find that for some reason—which we often cannot identify—our wonderful plan fails.
We can be in denial about this outcome: the students do not care, the parents do not supervise
at home…there are ways to avoid the ugly truth. In the end, however, we sit staring at the fact
that does not die: our strategy did not work. We know, grimly, that if we use the same strategy
again next year, it will fail again.
Some forty years ago (hence the title of this book), I found myself in the gray clutch of such a
gruesome fact. I was teaching high school and devoting serious classroom time to advanced
academic writing—research papers, to be specific—and getting nowhere. We were going
through all the standard motions, but we were the writing dead, stumbling and groaning from
deadline to deadline, and all of us—me included—despised the entire process. When it finally
ended, not with a bang but a whimper, all of us were glad. After mountains of work, the students
still did not produce impressive academic papers; they still did not feel that they knew what to
do, they still did not see the point, and they hoped they would not have to write another. This
was not what I had hoped for at all.
I was more frustrated than the students were. I cared. I knew it was important. I had tried
everything, and I did not know what was wrong. I had tried numerical point systems, busy
rubrics, and trendy student-centered writing projects. I had gone to workshops; I had assigned
journals; I had stood on my head. I had tried to let students pick their own topics without
restriction. I had tried breaking the paper assignments down into a long series of simpler
deadlines—a deadline for each component of the process (thesis, note cards, bibliography cards,
outline, rough draft, second rough draft, final paper, revision of final paper, ad nauseam). I had
lectured and threatened and stomped and steamed. No soap. Oddly, every other part of the
course went well, and we all liked one another; chemistry was not the problem.
The problem was my process. I needed a different strategy. I needed a strategy strong enough
to change my students, who were nowhere near ready to write academic research papers, into
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academic writers. I needed a strategy that created writers, not one that had us going through the
wasted motions of fleeting units and flurried activities.

The Students
My students were not the cause of the problem. The students I was teaching had much in
common with millions of other students. They did not have the foundation that they needed
for academic writing. As a group they had characteristics that many teachers will recognize.
They had studied grammar in previous years, but the study had been partial and sporadic, not
imparting the comprehensive four-level command (parts of speech, parts of sentence, phrases,
and clauses) that enables students to avoid bad grammar or to punctuate grammar correctly.
They had studied grammar but had not learned it. They had done stacks of writing, but the bulk
of the writing they had done was in informal genres such as journals, opinion responses, and
short stories, leaving them clueless about the expectations, standards, and style of academic
writing. Repeatedly, their writing practices (gag me with a prompt) had been of the personal
response type on hollow topics that anyone can write about, in first person, without knowledge.
They had written often but had not written standard English—what we once thought of as
normal school writing.
They also had studied vocabulary, but the words they had studied had been random and
idiosyncratic, had been presented as self-contained vocabulary worksheets, and had not been
reinforced by strong literature containing those words because their primary reading experience
had been textbooks from which such words were methodically removed by sales-minded
publishers. The age-graded vocabulary program had been dumbed-down—gutted—and
hundreds of basic words necessary to the appreciation of even children’s classics (Peter Pan,
The Wind in the Willows) were deferred to higher grade levels. Students had studied word lists
but had read wordless textbooks. Their literature had consisted of short excerpts in literature
anthologies, supplemented by a few low-vocabulary classics such as The Old Man and The Sea.
They had never read strong, long, non-textbook nonfiction, which was the genre I asked them
to write in their research papers. They had visited the school library but had never mastered the
library or learned how to read or take notes from academic sources. In short, the students were
not ready to write academic papers, nor were they close; the students had neither written nor
even read the kind of language I wanted in my annual research paper assignment. They simply
did not know what it was, did not know what it sounded like, did not know what I wanted, had
no experience of it. Their entire reading lives had been only schooly, never scholarly. Not until
I became realistic about the unacademic school lives of the students did I perceive the nature of
a writing program that would transform them.
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Without belaboring the trial-and-error saga that led to a solution, let me just say that after years
of teaching academic writing in middle school and high school English and history courses (I
taught both at different times), I finally arrived at a method that works. It is not effortless, but it
is a winner. It makes an academic writer of every student in the class. If you as the teacher know
academic grammar and punctuation rules, if you can type well, and if you have a computer that
can open two word processing documents at one time, letting you copy from one document and
paste into the other, then you too can do this.
I should have known, but I did not, that the solution would be simple—simpler than any of
the failures. Simple enough to make the truth clear to the students. Simple enough to be
right in front of my nose all along. Simple enough to shed the pedantic for the authentic, to
be something any real writer would recognize. Simple enough to be hard work without being
busywork, either for me or for the students.
To solve the problem of teaching my students to write good academic papers, I had to change
four things. First, I had to implement a thorough four-level grammar review in the first weeks
of school, followed by a review of the grammar-based punctuation rules required in academic
English. Any grammar strategy that did not present clauses until the spring was useless to me;
the students would need the grammar to write good papers during the year. Second, I had to
upgrade the quality and quantity of the literature they were reading, both fiction and nonfiction.
Third, I had to give up the expectation that I could transform the students with only one major
research paper. And fourth, I had to change the way I was grading.
I will not here elaborate the grammar strategy because that is the subject of my grammar texts,
nor will I go into detail about the writing assignments and the content of the instruction because
that is already available in the Advanced Academic Writing series. My approach to literature has
been described in Classics in the Classroom. What I will discuss here, briefly, is the multiple
paper strategy and then, more elaborately, the grading method that is the purpose of this text.

The Strategy: One Paper Is Not Enough
When my first efforts to teach academic writing did not succeed, I did the logical thing: I allotted
more time to the research paper, dividing it into more logical steps and expanding the complexity.
The more I broke it down and increased the time I was spending on details, the worse things
got. Trying to get the students to see the forest, I was adding trees. After years of frustration, I
realized what should have been obvious all along. Academic writing is too complicated to learn
in one pass; students cannot do it once and get good, and it does not matter how much class
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time you throw at a one-paper plan. To master academic writing, students need to do the whole
process, and then do the whole process again, and then do the whole process again, and again.
I had to change my model from a single massive paper with ten different deadlines to a collegestyle program of multiple short papers with single deadlines. The only deadline would be for
the paper itself, just like in college. In high school I had learned to do note cards, bibliography
cards, outlines, rough drafts, final drafts, and revisions; in college no professor ever asked me
for cards or outlines or rough drafts; they only wanted the paper, when it was due, and there were
no rewrites. You had only one chance.
I also realized that students could learn from short papers. My experience showed that students
made the same mistakes in a three-page paper that they made in a ten- or fifteen-page paper.
I realized that just because I did not have deadlines for the thesis and notes and outlines and
rough drafts, that did not mean that I could not teach (some of) those things or help students
during those phases. I would be supportive and available, but I would not expect those to be
turned in or graded. I realized that some of the impedimenta of the orthodox method were no
longer necessary or appropriate in an era of computers in which word processors have outline
processors built into the software.
I also thought about what the students would experience by having to do the entire process again
and then again. For the second paper, it would no longer be their first time in the library; it
would no longer be the first time they had read long academic nonfiction; it would no longer be
the first time they had tried to find quotations or wrestle their information into an essay structure.
It would be their second time, and then their third time, and their fourth time, and each time the
strangeness would diminish. Each time the extraordinary would become ordinary. Each time
students would find more of the process obvious and would turn their attention to new aspects
of it.
As it turned out, four short papers, connected to the course content, in MLA format, did not
absorb more class time than the one-paper method I had been using. I now had four deadlines
instead of seven deadlines. Grading rough drafts then had taken longer than grading a second
paper now. Grading revisions then took as long as grading a third paper now. Four weekends
a year, I had to grade term papers. The effect on my course calendar was negligible, but the
students were getting four full cycles instead of one.
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What to Do
What I had been doing for years was reading each paper carefully, handwriting whatever marks
and point deductions I was using at the time in the margins, and writing extensive comments
in the margins and on the back of the paper. This method was messy, unimpressive, timeconsuming, and disagreeable. When I handed the papers back, I felt apologetic and embarrassed
about the appearance of the papers. The handwriting was a problem in many ways; it took up
too much space and limited what I was able to say. I was turning the paper this way and that
way to scribble in the margins. The result neither looked nor felt professional.
I needed a method that was more professional, and I wanted to say much more much faster.
I wanted not only to mark the errors but to explain them. During a period of years, I solved
the problem. First, I replaced the point systems with four-level assessment, making the grade
logical and valid and understandable. Second, I replaced my extensive handwritten comments
in the margins and on the back of the paper with a letter to the student that I typed (I can type
much faster than I can handwrite) and stapled to the front of the student’s paper. Third, I
realized that I was explaining the exact same problems repeatedly—what a run-on sentence is,
what a misplaced modifier is, how to do the MLA margins, how to punctuate the parenthetical
documentation for a short quotation—and that by using a computer I not only could save time by
typing instead of handwriting, I could save massive amounts of time by saving those comments
I typed most often into an archive so that the next time I found, say, a run-on sentence error,
I could just copy the explanation from the comment archive and paste it into my letter to the
student. That was really fast.
A comment archive. For years, as I worked on stack after stack of student papers, I built up
my archive of comments. Often I would revise a comment to include a new twist or to improve
the wording or to include another example. Eventually, I amassed an archive of comments that
allowed me to do a quick copy and paste for dozens and dozens of standard errors. This enabled
me to grade the student papers much more rapidly, with much less frustration, and with a major
increase in feedback to each student. With the power of the archive, I could give a student two
or more pages of feedback, explaining most of the errors that appeared in the paper. When I
gave the papers back to the students, they respected the work and attention that I had devoted to
their papers, and their parents became intensely supportive of the process.
The computer archive changed everything. Suddenly, I could comment extensively but rapidly.
Suddenly, we were all on the same page. Instead of getting messy, unprofessional papers
with ambiguous and incomplete comments back, the students were getting personal, positive,
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encouraging, typed letters filled with clear explanations of their errors. They were getting a
simple grading calculus that made sense. They could see that every detail was directed to their
future thinking about writing. They could see that the process was as much work for me as it
was for them. No longer did I receive complaints from students or parents about a grade that
they felt was unjust.
Part of the key was the personal and positive nature of the comments. Every letter was positive.
In fact, the worse the problems of the paper, the more important it was to be positive and to tell
the student that despite the problems of the paper, there were clear indications that he or she
would be writing excellent papers soon. I made it a rule never to scold, never to condemn, but
always to explain that the errors in the paper did not indicate the student’s potential. Even a
bad paper can have impressive achievements, and I made a point to find those and comment on
them.
Notice how the comments in the archive were created: as responses to student errors on student
papers. The archive is a kind of reality check, a database that surveys the landscape of real
student writing problems.
A typical letter to a student would have the following elements:
• The number grade at the top, calculated with four-level assessment
• The student’s name
• A positive introduction admiring the good achievements
• Explanations of errors and achievements, most pasted from the archive
• A conclusion with appreciation and encouragement for the next paper
In a school year students would do four research papers, one per quarter; they would go through
the complete process four times. The result was that by the fourth quarter my students were
writing better research papers than I had ever seen, and they had done enough of them that they
no longer thought it was a big deal. They used it to learn deeply about good topics, and they felt
proud of their work.
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The Comment Archive
In this section I present each comment that appears in the downloadable comment archive,
and I comment on the comments. I have organized my comments into categories, grouping
all of the MLA format comments together, all of the punctuation comments together, all of the
grammar comments together, and so forth. I only created a comment when I encountered the
same problem repeatedly. If the problem was unusual, I would simply type out the comment
spontaneously, but when the problem was one that afflicted numerous students in every stack of
papers, and I was having to recompose comments on the same problem repeatedly, that is when I
would save a comment. The archive as a whole, therefore, represents a kind of map of the errors
that students make. It is battle-tested.
My general grading process was to read each paper carefully and use standard proofreading
marks to indicate the presence of problems and errors, as well as to write quick marginal
comments, later expanded in the typed letter, to reinforce and acknowledge achievements. Then
I would type out a letter of comments and staple it to the student’s paper.
Affectively, I wanted the students to feel proud of any achievement and to realize that I actually
admired it. As for problems, I always felt that the worse the problem, the more important it
was that I approach from the positive side, indicating that though there were issues, there was
nothing that we (WE) could not solve together.
I found that I had to reset my mind before each paper. I would finish one paper, have a sip of
cold water, put aside any feelings of weariness or frustration I might feel after grading for five
hours, clear my thoughts, and consciously start myself looking forward to the next paper with
high expectations and as good a mood as I could muster. This stoic/Zen approach made a big
difference. It is easy, when you are reading your twenty-seventh paper and you encounter yet
another run-on sentence or subject/verb disagreement, to feel (unfairly) that you just got through
telling this student not to do those things. The fact that it was not this student does not always
matter, so there is a sort of serene maturity that you must activate when you grade important
student papers. You want to approach each new student with the same high expectations, fresh
mind, and fair attitude.
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Comments about Essay Structure
Your essay is fluent and connected.
Your thesis is in sharp focus.
Your essay has a choppy organization.
Your conclusion is listy.
Your conclusion is undeveloped.
Begin a new paragraph when you begin a new topic.
The paragraphs in an essay should be real.
You must define your paragraphs’ relationships.
Connect both your paragraphs and your major sections.
Focus your essay on the thesis with microlanguage.
Your thesis should be worthwhile.

Here are the comments about essay structure and paragraphing that evolved during a decade or
so of grading. The general theme seems to be clarity, unity, and continuity. Let us look at the
comments in some detail.

ESSAY
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Your essay is fluent and connected.
You have done an exceptionally good job of writing fluently and connectedly. You
have taken the time to begin paragraphs with sentences linking back to the previous
paragraph, and you patiently explain each idea to the reader. That is an excellent
technique, and you should be proud of it and continue to refine it.

In practice I archived explanations of problems far more than I did positive comments, which I
tended to write spontaneously. There was something about the problems that was more concrete
and objective. When I complimented a student, I did not want the compliment to feel canned
but rather personal and sincere. This comment about the continuity of the writing was one of
the few that I saved.
Connecting an essay may seem like a basic, introductory technique, and yet it is one of the last
techniques that students master. Crude and unclear connections tend to linger in student writing
long after other problems have been solved. This is because the technique is not simple and
specific, like putting a comma in a compound sentence; the problem is subtle, and it depends
on a mastery of language itself. As students become better read and are exposed to excellent
nonfiction, they acquire a reader’s feel for academic connecting language, and this problem
begins to abate. We certainly want to praise any paper that flows well from introduction to
conclusion. We want the student to feel that his or her hard work on this detail was noticed and
that it made a difference.

ESSAY

