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times with different lenses in an effort to help them “resee” their papers in dif-

ferent ways. Figure 5.9 provides an example of what this checklist approach for 

“reseeing” can look like. In our personal essay unit (where the students write a 

college essay, cover letter, scholarship application, or some other form of real-

world personal essay), we discuss how personal essays tend to succeed when 

they have strong introductions, active constructions, varied sentence structure, 

lots of indirect characterization, and few clichés. This checklist is one that stu-

dents do toward the end of their drafting; its goal is to focus the students on 

these essay keys one more time.

A WRITING REVIEW: YOUR PERSONAL ESSAY

Please look over your paper and check the following:

 Introduction

Look at the introduction. Our mentor introductions used stories, scenes, and 
surprising facts to capture the reader’s interest. How does yours compare to those? 
Do you use similar techniques or something else? Whatever you used, explain your 
approach and/or technique next to the first line. Then, once you’ve labeled your 
approach and/or technique, think about whether your intro feels as strong as the 
models. If it doesn’t, try to improve it to make it stronger.

 Linking Verbs

Do a quick count of how many conjugations of to be you have on your first page. If 
you have more than five or six, look to eliminate some. If you have fewer than five or 
six, think about if there are any that need to be eliminated (remember, having some 
is fine; it’s when you have too many that to be begins to be a problem).

 Sentence Length and Parallel Structure

Do a look for sentence length. Do you vary it? Is it used purposefully? Is there 
thoughtful parallel structure?

 Characterization

Look at how you explain who you are. Make a list in your notebook of the direct 
things you say about yourself and the indirect things you show. In looking at that list, 
is there any way to indirectly show some of the things you directly say? Generally 
speaking, showing is stronger than telling, so try to convert as many of the direct 
ones into indirect ones as you can.

 Clichés

Go on a cliché hunt. Highlight all potential college essay clichés (like, “I’m 
passionate about helping others, which is why I want to be a doctor”) and replace 
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•	 RADaR: RADaR stands for replace, add, delete, and reorder (Anderson & 

Gallagher, 2012). When I use this tool with students, I find it works best to give 

specifics concerning the replacements, additions, deletions, and moments of 

reorganization, otherwise they often say they don’t know what to add, delete, 

or change. For example, if students are writing a narrative, I might tell them 

to at a minimum replace the three weakest words, add two more moments of 

imagery, delete three lines that don’t add much characterization or action, and 

move at least one part of the story to another part.

•	 Donald Graves and Penny Kittle (2005) suggest having students reread 

papers to find a “heartbeat line” that lies at the core of what the paper is about. 

I have found this to be a wonderful tool for students to use to test the clarity of 

both their essays and narratives, and sometimes I will even have students do it 

for each paragraph as well as the paper as a whole.

TEACH STUDENTS HOW TO  
MONITOR THEIR UNDERSTANDING

The hardest part of metacognition for many is monitoring understanding and 

performance. It is one thing to know who we are as learners or to remember 

some strategies; it is a whole other cognitive level to monitor one’s self and 

performance in real time. Unfortunately, there are few packaged tools or 

acronyms to aid with this, but there are some approaches we can take that will 

improve students’ abilities to monitor themselves over time:

•	 Show lots of mentor texts: Stephen King, when asked how one becomes 

a writer said, “If you want to be a writer, you must do two things above all 

others: read a lot and write a lot” (Monet, 2018). In other words, before we can 

have the ability to thoughtfully monitor what we’ve written, we need to have 
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as many as possible with personal stories and details (such as, “I have a cousin 
who spent the majority of his childhood in the hospital. I spent many long nights 
watching his doctors work . . .”).

 Everything Else

After everything above, read it again (or more than once) for other key things. 
In doing this, think about other elements we’ve talked about and where you’ve 
struggled with previous papers.




