
Dan Curtis-Cummins ENG 704

Cover Memo

I originally wrote this draft over two months ago during Spring Break, and with little idea of how I 
would incorporate it into my course design or use it with student writing, it contributed to both 

greatly.  My main revisions were to reframe the tone of my writing from a hypothetical ‘I would 
do this’ to an active present ‘I do this’ based on my course design and the specific use of colla-

borative guidelines, cover memos, peer revision sheets and workshops, and end-of-unit email 
exchanges, as well as drawing on my experience tutoring.  I reviewed other drafts posted on 

iLearn, and Emma’s was particularly helpful for me to situate what she called a post-cover 
memo where students reflect on what advice from peer response groups they used and what 

they consciously chose not to use, which I incorporated into my end-of-unit email exchange that 
originally was a general reflection of the entire unit.  If I had more time/when I develop my cour-

se materials more completely to teach, I like her idea of scaffolding a ‘revision plan’ after both of 
the peer response workshops for each assignment, maybe focusing on this in earlier assign-

ments and encouraging them to develop their own personal revision strategies in later assign-
ments as they develop their writing practices.  Emma’s paper as well as Julie’s also prompted 

me to go back and reframe my role as a negotiation between teacher/evaluator and reader/res-
ponder, which is a question I will revisit throughout my teaching based on how effective student 

peer responses are ‘as readers.’  

In our multiple commentaries on sample student essays throughout the semester and 

when Samantha and I worked together on the dialect essays, I had the chance to practice expe-
rimenting with an encouraging tone, focusing on high order concerns, and giving thoughtful, ef-

fective advice for revisions.  Moreover, reading other classmates’ comments on the first four 
Semi-final drafts for our in-class end-note workshop gave me insight into different styles and 

different ways of commenting, such as listing T-charts vs. writing out a paragraph (I personally 
found the T-charts more helpful).  I included a discussion of T-charts and narrative responses in 

my revisions.  I feel like my revisions strengthened the theoretical approach I began with by re-
viewing Sommers’ strategies by adapting them to my concrete class activities for revision and 

the multiple other examples of the ‘written dialogue’ between students, myself and students, and 
their metacognitive reflections about the process of responding in general. 
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BLOG 5: Responding to Student Writing

Though it may seem common sense to old school writing teachers, we cannot underplay 

the complexity involved in writing comments to student writers about their writing.  Responding 
to student writers involves everything as complicated as developing positive, mutually instructive 

relationships with our students in general, and extending this relationship in a respectful dia-
logue through written comments on students’ papers.  Responding to student writers is compli-

cated: comments have to be encouraging and sensitive to students’ highest order needs on one 
hand, and critical and constructive on the other, pushing students to take risks and experiment 

in their writing in order to develop as writers even if it means entering unfamiliar literary territory.  
Further, Sommers (2013) encourages us to think of commentary as far as its rhetorical features, 

as a genre in itself, to “treat comments … as texts to be studied and discussed”(11).  Comments 
have a specific audience, our students, and a specific purpose, to be instructive and help in the 

overall development of the student writer, not just to improve one paper.  To embrace this seem-
ingly overwhelming project of responding to student writers in ways that give them agency and 

and help them develop on their own terms, I use multiple strategies adapted from Sommers’ 
Responding to Student Writing to turn the old school monologue-approach of teacher comments 

into an active dialogue based on respect, mutual development of a common language, and fo-
cused commentary that helps students develop one step at a time based on their highest priori-

ties. 
    To develop this dialogue, I approach written commentary as if it is an actual conversation 

between writers, or between myself as ‘their reader’ and themselves as a writer.  This is not to 
undermine the importance of face to face conferences, which I believe is most important, but for 

every final submission of drafts and for the majority of time spent with students’ texts, the inter-
action is through marginal and end comments that build on cover memos, a two-stage peer re-

sponse process, and an end-of-unit email exchange with myself about the value of their re-
sponses.  This approach involves what Sommers (2013) calls the development of a ‘common 

language’ of response for the whole class, and is important for many reasons.  Collaboratively 
developing a common language invests students in the process of responding, of which they will 

be doing mostly through peer response groups, and breaks down the student-teacher ‘language 
barrier’ that can often impede their revisions because the teacher uses overly academic lan-

guage.  While I believe in treating students with sophistication, I also agree with Sommers to 
use a low-stakes, common language, that asks students to answer the “So What?” of their ar-
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gument in order to develop their ideas more deeply rather than asking them to ‘develop a more 

complicated analysis’ in their papers that can be vague and alienating.  Early in the semester in 
my course design, I create what Sommers calls a ‘manifesto’ with my students, which serves as 

a set of mutually agreed upon guidelines for responding and makes them feel invested in the 
process of our many ‘written dialogues’ to come throughout the Semester.  Creating a common 

language with peer response groups will set guidelines for commenting that frame the idea draft 
and proofreading peer revision sheets that accompany their respective drafts and scaffold peer 

response workshops.  Establishing a common language is also important so that the written 
comments from peer responders are respectful, effective and direct, and unambiguous.  As a 

classroom community constituted by our agreed upon guidelines for the kind of comments my 
students want to receive to guide them in their revisions, both from myself and their peers in re-

sponse groups, we will check in throughout the Semester to evaluate as a class which com-
ments are most helpful, whether we need to change the common language, and/or revise our 

guidelines to “evolve with students’ growing authority as readers and responders” (Sommers 
31).  I involve my students in the process of creating a common language for written responses 

because this reflects my overall philosophy of involving students in the process of all classroom 
interactions, from leading discussion groups to collaboratively developing rubrics and grading 

standards for assignments.    
    Next, in approaching written and verbal responses to student writers, it is important to 

limit the number of issues I will try to address in a single paper, both for the writer’s sake and my 
own time constraints and work load.  Sommers advocates for a ‘less is more’ approach with 

most comments, disclaiming that she is an overcommenter herself, and that we have to be con-
stantly self-reflexive about our own work load as well as overwhelming the students with too 

many comments about too many different issues, as Wingate warns us in Chapter 2 of A Tutor’s 
Guide.  Sommers poses the question to composition teachers, “What single lesson do I want to 

convey to students through comments?  And how will my comments teach this lesson?” (Som-
mers 27).  One way that I focus my comments on student work is by responding to their highest 

order concerns that they bring up in their cover memo, or Sommers’ ‘Dear Reader’ letter, at-
tached to their drafts.  The cover memo is what starts the ‘written dialogue’ between the student 

and the teacher or peer responder, and by focusing on what the student recognizes are their 
weak points in their own papers engages them in a self-reflexive process of revision and guides 

the peer response workshop and my future commentary on their submitted draft after the work-
shops.  When my students have persistent concerns about organization or their thesis after peer 
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response workshops, evidenced by their end-of-unit email reflections on the peer response 

process, I focus my comments on global concerns, then perhaps point out one or two error pat-
terns I see throughout their papers that can focus their local revisions based on marginal com-

ments of one or two local issues, usually framed as a question to encourage them to self-dis-
cover the local error.  I frame questions such as, “Who are you talking about here?” for issues of 

vague pronoun use, or “What’s missing from this sentence, after the comma” for issues of miss-
ing conjunctions.  This approach to self-discovery through our written dialogue is coupled with 

Sommers’ personal “editing logs” (32) throughout the process of drafting and revision to have 
students recognize their own error patterns and discover for themselves how to ‘correct’ them.  I 

have built personal error logs into the cover memo and end-of-unit email exchange that both 
guide and reflect on the process of collaborative peer response groups.  Though I have person-

ally decided against using ‘handbooks’ with my classes and focusing on using student texts in 
mini-lessons for common error trends, Sommers suggests saving time with your comments and 

instruction by referring students to handbook references for error patterns that either you point 
out in your marginal comments or ask them to discover in their own error analysis.  I place re-

sponsibility for local concerns on my students in peer response workshops and personal error 
reflections built into the cover memos, and provide mini-lessons as needed based on common 

error patterns of the entire class.  
The end-of-unit email exchanges between myself and my students following each major 

assignment is similar to an exit-letter reflecting on what comments were most helpful from peer 
response workshops, as well as reflect on the reading, research and pre-writing processes as a 

whole for the entire unit.  Students turn in the final ‘draft’ with their peer response groups com-
ments and peer revision sheets, and these exit-letters allow me to focus my end comments on 

what they found helpful in their peer response groups, and become part of our written dialogue. 
My end comments will focus on what they perceive to be persistent issues or what they feel they 

did not get help on with peer responses, such as larger issues of making strong arguments with 
original reasoning, using support effectively, or drawing original conclusions.  The end-of-unit 

email exchange allows me to gauge how effective the student peer response process is in gen-
eral, as well as focus on issues they are still having trouble with in order to successfully revise 

their paper for the portfolio unit of the final weeks, where they are evaluated for a grade.
   This brings the discussion on ‘responding to student writers’ back to the core issue of 

fostering mutual respect.  Sommers discusses ‘tone’ as a key factor in commentary, wherein the 
comments you write on students papers should mimic the same respect you would give a stu-
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dent in a face to face conference.  Sommers approaches her comments, understanding the im-

portance of ‘tone,’ by asking “If a student were sitting beside me, how would I approach the 
process of commenting?” (xiv).  She distinguishes between ‘encouraging’ and ‘discouraging’ 

comments, and instructional versus solely judgmental comments, citing written teacher re-
sponses that made students feel as if “something has been taken away from them” (6) based on 

a deficit approach to their writing, where the teacher saw only what was missing or deficient in a 
student’s paper rather than encouraging the positive aspects of the paper that can be expanded 

and improved upon.  I would have a hard time focusing only on the negative aspects of a per-
son’s work when speaking to them in person, and I will always be self-reflexive and cautionary 

about falling into the trap of writing all of my comments with this focus, in a discouraging tone.
    Beyond respect, positive comments actually help writers develop confidence and skills, 

both as writers and members of the academic community.  Sommers writes that “[t]o develop 
authority as writers, students need guidance and specific advice, always phrased in an encour-

aging tone” (6).  In a sense, if we treat students just as we would our colleagues, with respect as 
apprentice scholars who have a voice and ideas to offer the ‘conversation’ between their writing 

and our written comments, they will develop as academic writers with respect towards fellow 
writers and the writing process in general. 

    In my teaching and tutoring so far, most of my time has been spent responding to stu-
dents in face to face tutoring sessions, which for teachers as well I believe is the most important 

form of responding in one-on-one conferences.  In these intimate, face to face situations, I con-
sider encouraging words, open ended questions leading to fruitful discussions, and generally 

positive interactions to be the most important part of helping my tutees with their reading and 
writing situations, especially when they sometimes have a deficit view of their own reading and 

writing skills that most likely resulted from high school experiences with marginal and endnotes 
on their papers.  These written comments were most likely discouraging, pointing out their per-

ceived weaknesses, and reinforcing a lack of confidence in their grammar skills rather than fo-
cusing on the “So What?” of the overall message.  I have said things to my students like, “You’re 

actually a good reader…”, only saying ‘actually’ because they are the ones who identified that 
they did not consider themselves good readers in the first place.  My written comments have 

likewise focused on being encouraging, as in the following end note for a final proofreading draft 
I commented on with ‘Track Changes’ through an email exchange.   

 “I think you turned out some awesome work here…again, I just made these comments  
 for mostly sentence level stuff (a lot of joiner words in sentences like ‘and’).    
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 Always read your draft to yourself out loud, slowly, and when you trip up, stop and  
 correct why you tripped up.  
 So your revision shouldn’t take too long, and I’m making you go through to change the  
 things I commented in yellow in the margins, so you can practice revising, but again,  
 delete…add…add…done.  Great work, I really liked how you came to your conclusion.   
 -Dan”  

When I discussed the process of commenting with this student in our next tutoring session, she 

said it was very helpful to see the Track Changes comments in the margin, which for this paper 
were indirect and uncoded, comments like, “You are missing a joiner word in this sentence.”  In 

my end comment, I made it clear that I was holding her responsible for finding the error and co-
rrecting it with her own choice of joiner word where necessary, investing her with the responsibi-

lity to respond to my comments, which were sandwiched with encouraging, positive praise. 

Sommers provides solid advice for how to comment on student papers, advice that is 

central to my course and the portfolio process of revision.  My students do not receive a grade 
on their papers submitted each unit, only a written evaluation in marginal comments and end 

notes.  Based on the end notes and written evaluation students decide whether they want to 
revise their essay for the final portfolio, which will receive a holistic grade that represents 50% of 

the course grade.  Therefore, the endnotes I provide are crucial for the development of my stu-
dents in guiding their revision processes, as well as guiding our individual conferences and the 

person-to-person dialogue about their writing that we will engage with throughout the semester.  
The tone of my end notes and focus on global issues (i.e. idea development) and a few specific 

local issues (i.e. sentence boundaries) is crucial for encouraging revisions while not overwhel-
ming or discouraging students with too many comments or overly critical comments with no ba-

lance of praise.  Further, one common strategy is to focus the end notes in T-charts, which can 
make the ‘praise’ and ‘things to improve upon’ more clear for the student and save myself time.  

However, in keeping with my general approach to extending the dialogic approach to a ‘written 
dialogue’ between cover memos and end comments, if I use T-charts I will always also include a 

paragraph in written prose that highlights the most important achievements and most apparent 
areas for improvement.  Moreover, in keeping with establishing mutual respect through respon-

ding to student writing, as I am asking them to submit a detailed cover memo in the form of a 
narrative reflection, I likewise will respond with some written prose in my own informal tone to 

personalize the interaction, especially in end-of-unit email exchanges.  I believe that the model 
of responding that I have described herein and adapted from Sommers’ mutually agreed upon 

‘manifesto,’ the “Dear Reader” letters, ‘error logs,’ and positive, encouraging endnotes will help 
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the long term development of students’ confidence, their effectiveness in peer response works-

hops, and their overall sense of academic membership after leaving my classroom.


