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To understand the reason why this approach often leads to little or no learning, 

let’s think about how our brains work. In Why Don’t Students Like School? Daniel 

Willingham (2010b) states that “[m]emory is the residue of thought,” (p. 41), in 

other words, our brains aren’t just empty receptacles waiting to have knowledge 

poured into them. Instead, because we only have space to store a fraction of what 

we encounter on a daily basis, our brains are more like an armed fortress with 

guards stopping to interrogate every would-be piece of information before it is 

admitted into the halls of memory. What information is admitted to memory 

depends on how much attention we pay to it. If we don’t spend much time think-

ing about and grappling with something, the brain generally deems it unlikely to 

matter and tags it as something that does not need to be remembered. If we do 

spend time thinking through and grappling with something, though, the brain 

realizes it is probably worth remembering and might even be worth understand-

ing, and thus begins the process of memorization and learning.

Most teachers understand the foundational roles attention and thinking play 

in learning when designing lessons, so we keep the number of learning objec-

tives modest so that students have time to think through each. But when 

commenting on papers the opposite is often true. Instead of granting space, 

teachers often cram dozens of distinct lessons into each page of student writ-

ing. If this seems like an exaggeration, take a look at Figure 1.4, which shows 

corrections I made on an essay many years ago when I was still commenting 

on everything I noticed.

FIGURE 1.4 • Too Many Comments for a student’s brain to Focus!


