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Area of Highest Priority: Destructive Issues. A destructive 
issue is anything so damaging to the clarity or credibility of the piece that 
it essentially outweighs any other positives the paper may have, such as no 
punctuation or paragraphing, bizarre formatting, or a wildly off-target tone.

Next Highest Priority: Detracting Issues. A detracting issue 
is	any	that	takes	a	significant	amount	away	from	the	reading	experience.	
Examples of detracting issues are major organizational issues, lots of unclear 
language,	or	significant	word	misusage.

Next Highest Priority: Distracting Issues. A distracting issue  
is something that hurts the reading experience for a brief moment. 
An incorrectly formatted quote, wooden dialogue in a narrative, and 
generalizations or redundancies are all examples of issues that often  
would be seen as distracting issues.

Lowest Level Priority: Delivery Issues. A delivery issue is one 
where the delivery could be stronger than it is. Delivery issues tend to be 
things like word choice, sentence structure, use of literary and rhetorical 
devices, and overuse of linking verbs such as to be.

It	is	important	to	remember	that	this	is	a	rough	guideline,	not	a	polished	rule.	Also,	the	categories	can	be	fluid.	Sometimes	
linking	verbs	or	 sentence	 structure	 can	 significantly	detract	 from	a	paper	while	 tone	or	organizational	 issues	don’t	 always	
seriously damage a piece. Also, sometimes we might comment on things such as a student’s effort or growth. Still, thinking 
through the impact the issues have on the reader usually helps me know what to tackle now and what to focus on at a later date.

ranging from improving the depth and clarity of the feedback we do give to 

giving yourself more of those essential nights where you put the papers away to 

spend time with family, friends, or long-neglected hobbies.

The Scale of Writing Concerns: The 4 Ds

Chapter 2 discusses in greater detail how the topics we discuss in feedback should match the needs of the student, but a 
good rule of thumb is to mark like a teacher. This means only mark as much as the students can actually learn and focus on 
the areas of highest need. For my part, while there is no one progression of writing instruction that has been proven to work 
perfectly for every student, there is a scale of concerns that I keep in mind when deciding what I will comment on. When 
reviewing student writing, I ask myself: Is this a destructive, detracting, distracting, or delivery issue?




