
The Bulletin has been out of circulation for the past few weeks, but I thought that I’d devote the next two issues (today’s and one more in early December) to end of semester resources and planning ideas for Spring 2005, respectively.

Quote of the Week:

Commenting on Student Drafts

“At the drafting stage, our role is coach. Our goal is to provide useful instruction, good advice, and warm encouragement. At the end of the writing process, when students submit final copy, our role is judge. At this stage, we uphold the standards of our profession, giving out high marks only to those essays that meet the criteria we have set.” –John Bean, Engaging Ideas (241)
Commenting on student papers—whether at the draft or grade stage—can be a challenging process, especially at the end of the semester.  I thought it would be helpful to present a few tips and reminders, so that despite our stress levels, we can still be constructive and effective.  

1. Reading required drafts of papers actually reduces workload and results in stronger student writing.  It reduces workload because in commenting on a draft, you need only focus on the major problem areas a student is then encountering.  (If there are a few consistent grammar or style problems, you can list those, and require that the student get assistance at the Writer’s Place with a tutor, or that they look up and then correct the problems on their own. You might correct one mistake, and indicate that the problem occurs throughout the paper.)  Your comments on 
the content and organization will have the biggest impact now, and can help the student refine their thinking and produce a better paper—a paper that will be significantly easier to grade later on! 

2. Remember that our written comments on student papers are themselves at the “first draft” stage.  If we had a chance to “revise” our comments, they would probably be clearer and more focused, not to mention better suited to our audience.  John Bean reported on a study about how students responded to written comments on their papers, and it’s always a good summary to read prior to starting on a stack of papers.  Here’s an excerpt (240-41): 

When a teacher wrote, "Needs to be more concise," students reacted this way: 

· Confusing. I need to know what the teacher means specifically.

· This is an obvious comment.

· I’m not Einstein. I can’t get every point right.

· I muffed.

· I thought you wanted details and support.

· This frustrates me!

· Define “concise.”

· Vague, vague

When a teacher wrote, "Be more specific," students reacted this way: 

· You be more specific!

· I’m frustrated.

· I tried and it didn’t pay off.

· It’s going to be too long then.

· I feel mad—it really doesn’t matter.

· I try but I don’t know every fact.

When a teacher wrote “Try harder!” students reacted this way:
· I did try!

· You’re a stupid jerk.
· Maybe I’m trying as hard as I can.
· I feel like kicking the teacher.
· Baloney! You don’t know how hard I tried.
· This kind of comment makes me feel really bad and I’m frustrated.
3. If you have not already built drafting into your syllabus, one technique suggested by Alfie Guy, Director of the Writing Program at Yale and facilitator of the Bard Workshop this past May here at TCNJ, is that on the day the papers are due, take time at the beginning of class to ask a few guided questions and then offer students the chance to hold on to their papers, make additional revisions, and submit them the following week. Guided questions might include the following, but of course should focus on what you are emphasizing in your assignment:

· Have everyone identify and read their thesis.  Then ask if it meets the requirements of the assignment (this will vary but be as specific as possible).
· Ask them to identify the purpose of each paragraph, while also examining if each paragraph is focused around one main idea and internally coherent
· Ask students to check their citation format for correctness, and/or to make sure they’ve met the minimum research requirements.

These simple activities may result in a few students taking advantage of the opportunity to do more revision, again, resulting in better writing and easier grading.

Plagiarism

I got a call recently asking for resources about online plagiarism, and it dawned on me that others may have similar experiences.  TCNJ does not use Turnitin.com, a licensed software package that scans student papers and identifies passages that are from published sources on the web. Turnitin.com is embroiled in copyright controversies, and I am not advocating its adoption. For background, see http://chronicle.com/free/v48/i36/36a03701.htm
From using material found online and not citing the source to buying whole papers online, students can easily compromise their academic integrity.  Open discussions about how such practices short-change students (and waste their tuition money to boot!) can be helpful.  For some good strategies that will prevent purchased papers even being an option for your classes, see Robert Harris’s VirtualSalt essay, “Anti-Plagiarism Strategies for Research Papers” @ http://www.virtualsalt.com/antiplag.htm. Most of these strategies are good pedagogy anyway, such as requiring a variety of kinds of sources, including peer-reviewed journal articles, an interview, resources that you provide, etc.;  requiring annotated bibliographies and early drafts;  requiring a reflective or meta-learning essay about the entire term-paper process.

But what can you do if you think a paper contains material found online, or if you suspect a paper has been purchased?  In response to the call I referred to above, I recommended a simple search of eNotes, et voila! the passage was there.  eNotes (http://www.enotes.com) professes to be a study guide site, complete with “lesson plans,” but often serves as “research” material.  You can also search the sites that sell or provide free papers, such as http://essaysfree.com.  & http://www.termpapersolution.com. You can see previews that might provide enough information to make a match.  (For a somewhat humorous, albeit disturbing, assessment of the quality of papers purchased online, see http://www.slate.com/id/2059540/.)

Finally, consult the college policy, and speak with your assistant dean for specific actions to take: http://www.tcnj.edu/~academic/policy/Academicintegrity.htm
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