Red Ink and Rhetoric: Recent Scholarship and 

New Directions in Commenting on College Essays
Intro:
· My name is 

· This is a work in progress, still the research and development stages.  I’ll be adding a considerable amount of historical research, and running the actual experiment.

· There will be a Q&A session at the end of the presentation and I welcome any feedback.  

I) Background to my interest in topic
A) I am a grad student w/no teaching experience.

B) Homework assignment in Comp Thry/Ped (preREQ for TA): evaluate 2 student essays (Poe/gay marriage)

C) Brought them home and thoroughly marked them

D) Next class – peer review session

E) My comments seemed out of sync w/others in class.  The essay I thought was horrible “had potential” according to a more-experienced colleague, and the essay I thought was decent had tremendous problems according to some of the others.
F) On the whole, I felt that the grad students w/more teach experience had provided far more useful comments to the students than I had.
G) SO, I set out to research history and current thinking in the eval of student essays. 

II) Research Question

A) Sitting through a comp thry/ped class, we are exposed to a tremendous variety of theories/pedagogical practices, many of them contradictory, all claiming to represent the best way to serve the student and/or the field of composition.
B) The net effect of this can be to overload/overwhelm a new TA with information.
C) So the standpoint from which I undertake this research project is the standpoint of a novice instructor seeking clarity in my own process of evaluating students’ work.  With that in mind I ask the following questions:

D) How have the views of commenting developed and shifted over the last 100 years? What is current thinking on the topic of commenting?  And how do my commenting practices, as well as those of my colleagues, match up?

E) By a review of scholarship on the topic, and an analysis of actual essay evaluations, I will try to answer those questions and develop a procedural framework to guide novice teaching assistants (first and foremost ME) in becoming more effective commenters. 

III) Overview of Research Paper.  Overall it’s a hybrid of secondary research (survey of scholarship in the field) combined with a pilot empirical study.
A) Recent History of Commenting: My research will begin with a brief history (the last 120 years or so) of commenting on student writing.  I’ll note prevailing methods, and discuss some of the critics of prevailing methods: outliers, dissenters.
i) Begin with the focus on correctness that came about in the 1890s

ii) The use of Rating scales and comment cards (1920s)

iii) The idea of “teacher as audience” (1940s)

iv) The rise of rhetorical commenting (1950s)

v) I’ll also touch on the 60s-70s, but the main focus will be

vi) 80s-Present, in particular:

(1) Robert Connors and Andrea Lunsford’s massive 1988 study of the frequency of formal errors, which was also coupled with their analysis of teacher marking strategies.

(2) Connors/Lunsford 1993 analysis of the rhetorical role of the end comment

(3) Andrea Lunsford and Karen Lunsford’s 2008 follow-up study to the original Connors/Lunsford study.  Basically ran the experiment again to see if the conclusions had changed 
(4)   [Key to my experiment] Summer Smith’s 1997 Genre Analysis of end comments on student papers.  Which brings me to the 2nd part of my paper:
B) A Genre Analysis of Peers’ Evaluative Comments.  Drawing from a sample of essays marked by graduate students in my composition pedagogy class, I will use Summer Smith’s methodology to run a genre analysis on a group of evaluative comments.  Before I go into that:
IV) Brief cross-section of scholarship in the field and things I’ve found interesting so far:
A) Challenging the “reign of red ink” (1912).  
i) In an essay “The Reign of Red Ink”, read to the Nat’l Council of Teachers in 1912, teacher Walter Barnes from the Glenville State Normal School in WV challenged the emphasis on correctness, describing it as a fallacy based on on: 1) a failure to “rightly conceive the purpose of composition work” (159); 2) a failure to understand students; and 3) the holding of a “false standard of written English” (163) by the instructor.  Among his sensible bits of advice:
(1) The role of composition is to “deepen impression and afford means of expression, to train in thinking, to train in talking, and to train in writing” (159)

(2) “We shall do well to quit correcting so much and to begin suggesting and inspiring more” (163).

(3) “If our criticism tends toward obtaining elegance and correctness at the expense of naturalness and vitality . . . roots up the healthy living language in order to obtain ground for raising posies, we had better turn our children out of school to learn English on the streets” (163).

B) Frequency Analysis of Student Error – Connors/Lunsford (1988)

i) Writing from the mid-80s process-based, student-centered milieu, Connors and Lunsford were trying to figure out just what to do with the idea of formal and mechanical error in student writing.  

ii) They started with the question of what errors were actually being made on student papers.  And did the reality of committed errors match up with teacher perceptions of what errors were common?
iii) Via a direct mail appeal to writing instructors, they received 21,500 papers from 300 teachers, then randomly selected and stratified 3000 papers.
iv) The authors then ran into the analytical problem of what constitutes an error, since the definition of error is so fluid:  “Error-pattern study is essentially the examination of an ever-shifting pattern of skills judged by an ever-shifting pattern of prejudices” (399).  They ended up settling on the top 20 error patterns, excluding spelling.
v) Based on the analysis, the authors were able to posit four generalizations on student error and teacher response in the late ‘80s:

(1) “Teachers’ ideas about what constitutes a serious, markable error vary widely,” often these ideas seem based on the perceived needs of the student and by the stage in the composing process.  (402)

(2) Teachers only mark about 43% of the most serious errors on papers.

(3) Teachers’ marking (or not) of errors results from 1) how serious the error is and 2) how difficult it will be to mark or explain.

(4) Error patterns suggest errors resulting from the “declining familiarity with the visual look of a written page”, possibly as a result of changing media trends.  Electronic culture has a subversive effect on literacy skills. (406).
C) Teacher/student power dynamics in commenting: Straub (’97), Smith (’97)

D) Consistency and variation in commenting strategies – Lunsford/Lunsford (’08)

E) Genre Analysis of Teachers’ End Comments:  Smith (1997).  I just want to briefly recap Smith’s study, since I will be performing this type of analysis in my own research.

i) Smith wanted identify genres of teacher comments to “discover the range of options available to commenters and find out if commenters make similar choices when selecting from that repertoire” (251).

ii) She identified 3 primary genre groups—judging, reader response, coaching—containing 16 genres.].  

iii) She then classified each of the end comments, assigning them to a primary genre and, if relevant to the particular genre, determined whether the comment was negatively or positively phrased.

iv) Smith found that the bulk of the comments fell into the judging genre group, the top 3 in that group being Evaluation of Development, Evaluation of Style, and Evaluation of Entire paper.  She also noted some interesting trends in positive/negative tone of comments, such as: Evaluations of correctness are almost always negative, evaluations of topic are almost always positive. 
V) MELANCON empirical study

A) Overview: I will be replicating Smith’s study on a smaller scale, with a few differences:

i) Like Smith, I will separate comments into genre groups and genres, then separate those out into positivity or negativity of comments.

ii) Unlike Smith, I will be controlling for the student paper.  All commenters will have evaluated one of two sample essays.  This will allow for a comparison of multiple instructor comments on the same student text.
iii) Unlike Smith, who dealt only with end comments, I will be incorporating all comments (leading, marginal, terminal).   One of the questions I had when reading Smith’s essay was: What was lost in discarding marginalia?  What if an instructor provided analysis of a student’s rhetorical effectiveness on an ongoing, marginal basis?

B) Methodology:  Essays were collected from graduate students who had evaluated the same sample student essay I mentioned at the beginning of this presentation.  Each marked up essay, along with any accompanying documentation (e.g., end comments on separate sheet) has been assigned a packet number.  A scorer will fill out a worksheet, noting the presence/absence of leading or terminal comments and the number of marginal comments, and then enumerate each comment according to Smith’s 16 primary genres.  

C) Results I expect to see:  I believe that my colleagues’ comments will coincide with Smith’s sample in consisting of a large number of comments evaluating the development of the student essay.  But I also feel my study will show a higher rate of evaluations of rhetorical effectiveness than Smiths.  
D) Plead for more papers.  Offer candy.  The more I can get, the more we’ll be able to develop a richer, fuller view of our commenting methods. 
VI) Conclusion at Which I Will Attempt to Arrive and Suggestions I Hope to Make
A) My colleagues’ papers show certain trends in their use of commenting genres.
B) Based on a reading of available literature, and the trends of TAs at OSU, novice TAs should do the following . . . 

C) The OSU English Department should develop/maintain a database of effectively marked up student essays.  This could be used for the training of incoming TAs and as easily retrievable data for Connors/Lunsford- Smith-style research.
VII) Suggested readings and Q&A
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