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Time-saving Tenet #4:  
be a Teacher, Not an Editor

In her landmark essay “Responding to Student Writing,” Nancy Sommers (1982) 

suggests that there exists an “unwritten canon” passed from teacher to teacher 

about how we are supposed to respond to student writing. The chief rule at the 

heart of the canon is that teachers should correct each paper 

as an editor would by filling the margins with a large number 

of quick, curt comments and corrections concerning every 

error they see.

Sommers is critical of this approach for many reasons. Its haste 

may lead to a terse tone from the teacher that can intimidate 

students. The relative brevity of each comment does little to differentiate the 

minor concerns from the major ones. The quickly scrawled comments often lead 

to confusion. But her most damning criticism—one that has been echoed by 

nearly every writing expert over the last 35 years—is that it is simply ineffective.

“We have no right to scatter a barrage 
of messages across the landscape of a 
student’s paper when we’re trying to teach 
concepts like focus and control.” —Muriel 
Harris (1979) in “The Overgraded Paper”
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Polished
Writing:

pieces that go
through multiple

rounds of revision, i.e.,
essays, narratives, poems, etc.

Targeted Writing:

Short to medium pieces focused on
learning, practicing, or assessing a single

skill/topic or a small suite of skills/topics, i.e.,
short answer, short targeted pieces, one-pagers, etc.

Practice Writing:

any low-stakes writing focused on student learning and growth, i.e.,
freewrites, journaling, note-taking, quick responses, etc.
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