
Self-Efficacy, Locus of Control, and Social Attitudes:
Generation Media Responds to Teacher Commentary

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Clayton, Erica Reynolds

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 26/05/2023 10:35:16

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/195520

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/195520


 1 

SELF-EFFICACY, LOCUS OF CONTROL, AND SOCIAL ATTITUDES:   
GENERATION MEDIA RESPONDS TO TEACHER COMMENTARY 

 
by 
 

Erica Reynolds Clayton 
 
 
 
 

______________________ 
Copyright © Erica Reynolds Clayton 2007 

 
 
 
 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 
 

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

 
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

WITH A MAJOR IN RHETORIC, COMPOSITION,  
AND THE TEACHING OF ENGLISH 

 
In the Graduate College 

 
THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

 
 
 
 
 

2007 



 2 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

 
As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation  
 
prepared by Erica Reynolds Clayton entitled "Self-Efficacy, Locus of Control, and Social  
 
Attitudes:  Generation Media Responds to Teacher Commentary” and recommend that it  
 
be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the Degree of Doctor of  
 
Philosophy. 
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: April 18, 2007 

Roxanne Mountford    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: April 18, 2007 

Edward M. White    
    
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: April 18, 2007 

Theresa Enos    
 
 
    
       
 
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s 
submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.   
 
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 
 
 
________________________________________________ Date: April 18, 2007 
Dissertation Director:  Roxanne Mountford



 3 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 
 

 This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library.  
 
 Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, 
provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permission for 
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be 
granted by the copyright holder.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     SIGNED:  Erica Reynolds Clayton 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
 
I would like to take this opportunity to thank my dissertation director, Dr. Roxanne 
Mountford, for her incredible support, wisdom, and confidence in my project.  This 
dissertation benefited enormously because of her dedication.  I am forever in her debt.  I 
would like to thank my committee member, Dr. Edward M. White, who will always hold 
a special place in my heart, my mind, and my future academic and teaching endeavors.  I 
would also like to thank my committee member, Dr. Theresa Enos, who continues to 
serve as a friend, inspiration, and role model for me.   
 
I’d like to thank my colleagues, Nathalie Kuroiwa Lewis and William Broussard, both of 
whom helped me with my writing and with keeping my sanity throughout the course of 
the past year. 
 
In addition, I would like to thank my incredible parents, Harry and Jan Reynolds, for their 
love and support, for teaching me to read, and understanding and nurturing my love for 
teaching.   A thank you is also in order for my in-laws, Craig and Carol Lee Clayton, for 
always believing in me and never giving up the faith.  And, finally, my most 
indefatigable gratitude goes out to my amazing husband.  This project was made possible 
thanks to his patience and tireless love.  Thank you, Daniel. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 5 

 
 

DEDICATION 
 
 

For Danny



 6 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

ABSTRACT……………………………………………………………………………7 
 
CHAPTER 1: AN IMPERATIVE FOR UNDERSTANDING STUDENT RESPONSE 
TO TEACHER COMMENTARY……………………………………………………..8  
 
CHAPTER 2: STUDENT RESPONSE TO TEACHER COMMENTARY:  THE ROLE 
OF SELF-EFFICACY…………………………………………………………………41  
 
CHAPTER 3: LOCUS OF CONTROL AND CAUSAL ATTRIBUTION:  WHERE 
DOES THE BLAME LIE?…………………………………………………………….77 
 
CHAPTER 4: GENERATION X, GENERATION M, AND SOCIAL ATTITUDES:  
RESPONSES TO TEACHER COMMENTARY……………………………………113  
 
CHAPTER 5: RESEARCH FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
RESPONSE:  PROPOSAL FOR A DIALOGICAL APPROACH………………….153  
 
APPENDIX A:  RESPONSE JOURNAL LOG……………………………………..187 
 
APPENDIX B, PART I:  REVSION JOURNAL LOG……………………………..188 
 
APPENDIX B, PART II:  REVISION JOURNAL LOG………..………………….189 
 
APPENDIX C:  ATTITUDES TOWARD WRITING SCALE……………………..190 
 
APPENDIX D:  WRITING SELF-EFFICACY SCALE...…………………………..191 
 
REFERENCES……………………………………………………………………….193 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 7 

ABSTRACT 
 

 
 In an effort to understand the ways that students perceive teacher commentary on 
their papers, I constructed and employed a study in the fall of 2000, sponsored by both 
the Council of Writing Program Administrators and the National Council for Teachers of 
English The study involved four trained graduate instructors from The University of 
Arizona English Department and approximately twenty-five, first-year composition 
students from a section belonging to each instructor. Specifically, I was curious about the 
ways that formative evaluation, that is, teacher commentary provided during the drafting 
stage of the writing process, affected students during their writing processes from a 
cognitive, emotive, and behavioral perspective.  In other words, I was asking if students:  
(1) understood teacher comments as they were intended; (2) whether certain comments 
evoked positive or negative emotion in students; (3) based on the comments provided did 
students choose to revise; and (4) if students did choose to revise, why did they do so and 
in what way?   
 
Questions concerning the way teacher commentary affects students are important ones to 
ask because the ways that students are affected by feedback can also affect their 
perception of their abilities and their willingness to perform a task in the future.  Equally 
of import is questioning the way a student comes to the teacher’s text.  Social 
psychologists suggest that one’s state of mind upon receiving feedback inform the ways 
in which the feedback received.  And finally, it is believed that isolated demographic 
populations, thanks to the stimuli and mores of their particular era and environment, may 
react to feedback from authority figures in surprising but similar ways. 
 
My research uncovers that students’ self-efficacy and perceived locus of control, both 
tenets of social and cognitive psychology, indeed influence the way that they perceive 
teacher commentary and the way that they respond behaviorally through revision 
practices.  I also suggest that contemporary students, deluged by media and 
entertainment, may not be responsive to teacher commentary, especially when it is 
perceived as negative in ways that writing teachers might not anticipate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 8 

CHAPTER 1 
 

AN IMPERATIVE FOR UNDERSTANDING STUDENT RESPONSE TO 

TEACHER COMMENTARY 

From time to time, we would do well to ask our students to respond to our 
responses and see how they understand, react to, and make use of different 
kinds of comments – and then find ways to make our comments more 
productive.  
 

--“The Concept of Control” 
 (Richard Straub, 1996) 
 

If a youth has a right to any teaching whatsoever, he has a right to 
sympathetic treatment from the person who corrects him. 
 
    --“The Correction of Papers” 
      (Lane Cooper, 1914) 

 

Introduction 

 At the age of twenty-two, having just graduated from college with a Secondary 

English Education degree, I landed my first job.  It was a good school district in a Kansas 

City, Missouri, suburb, and I was elated.  Under my care were 150 fourteen- to eighteen- 

year-olds yearning to learn the art of language, and I was there to lead them.  

Specifically, the curriculum included no fewer than three “major” papers per student per 

semester.  I had six classes, three preps, tons of novice energy, and I was anxious to get 

going.  However, after two months, a major paper and five rough drafts later, I was 

coming home from work, 600 pieces of paper in hand, slipping into a catatonic state on a 

daily basis.  What had I done to myself?   

Researchers Jill Burkland and Nancy Grimm have estimated that writing teachers 

with approximately 90 students could spend anywhere from 23 to 45 hours on a single set 
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of essays alone so how was I, with over 160 students, supposed to cope? (“Students’ 

Responses to Our Responses” 237).  After a few years of teaching writing at both the 

secondary and university level, I began to employ tactics with which to deal with the time 

issues involved in responding to student writing, none of which seemed to help.  I would 

set a timer for 15 minutes for each essay only to find that over and over again, I would 

have to press the snooze button and keep commenting.  Perhaps Gene Stanford explains 

the rather discouraging situation among teachers of writing best in How to Handle the 

Paper Load when he states:  “Simple mathematics shows that the job of teaching English, 

at least considering present day realities, may not be humanly possible” (xii).  Why, I 

asked myself, hadn’t I chosen a teaching career that involved rote memorization of facts, 

multiple choice questions, and scantron grading? 

 Frankly, it didn’t occur to me to ask until years later, during the course of my 

Ph.D. program in Rhetoric, Composition, and the Teaching of English, whether my years 

of providing commentary on student essays were truly affecting my students’ writing.  

Commenting on student essays is arguably one of the most important, time-consuming, 

and yet thankless tasks we do as writing teachers.  I began to ask myself, “Does all of this 

commenting really matter?  Do students even benefit from all of the written feedback I 

am providing in the margins of their papers?”   

Because of the nature of teacher commentary and the ways that it is often carried 

out, teachers usually have few ways of answering the aforementioned questions. Clearly, 

if marked improvement is apparent on a student’s essay after having provided 

commentary, then obviously the student is reading the commentary, understanding it, and 

utilizing it for revision purposes.  However, generally speaking, teacher commentary is a 
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monolithic structure in which students turn in papers, teachers comment on those papers, 

hand the papers back and students leave class, ostensibly to read the commentary in their 

dorms or elsewhere, and then to respond by way of revisions to the commentary we have 

placed on their papers.  And while we might have students question us about a particular 

dissatisfying grade on a final draft, rarely do students ask teachers about specific 

formative comments on their developmental drafts.  In fact, I know of many writing 

teachers who purposely hand back drafts at the end of the class and tell students that any 

questions they might have should wait for twenty-four hours.  The thinking justifying this 

practice is that students, if they are upset by what has been written on their essays, will 

have a twenty-four hour “cooling off” period and that when they return the ensuing 

meeting between student and teacher will be less confrontational.  The problem is that 

students often don’t return for a conversation about what has been written on their essays 

and all too often the subject is forgotten.  Students will either accept what has been 

written on their essays or disregard it and/or will then choose either to revise or not based 

on their interpretation of the teacher’s commentary.   

Granted, conscientious contemporary practice ensures that students usually meet 

with their writing teachers at some point during the drafting phase, either one-on-one or 

in a group conference setting, but even then, students rarely ask instructors about the 

commentary written on their papers.  It is rather enigmatic as to why students don’t 

question teacher commentary on their essays; especially given the reactions they report 

having to that commentary as evinced by the research I provide in the following chapters.  

Although much has been written concerning the ways in which placing a final grade on 

student essays stifles any dialogue between students and teachers, writing instructors 
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have long thought that commenting on drafts encourages a back-and-forth dialogue.  

Unfortunately, this does not appear to be the case.  As defined by Stephen M. North in 

The Making of Knowledge in Composition, “Lore,” or the verbal give and take of 

experiential knowledge among writing teachers suggests that students rarely question 

teachers about the commentary that they employ on their essays.    

The fact that students and teachers rarely dialectically engage with teacher 

commentary on student essays can leave teachers unaware of the ways that their 

commentary affects students.  Because of student silence in the face of the commentary 

writing instructors provide, it becomes easy to assume that our students understand our 

commentary as it is intended.   However, as Quintilian cautioned teachers nearly two-

thousand years ago, “[Some students] are of a high spirit…and apt to be angry at 

admonition and to offer silent resilience to it” (bk. 2. ch. 6; Butler 112).   I began to 

wonder if the commentary writing instructors employ on student writing, though it is met 

with silence, might be received with some degree of emotion, confusion, or 

misunderstanding.   It seemed to me then, as it does now, that exploration of the affective 

domain with relation to teacher commentary is very necessary.   

Susan McLeod rightly points out in her landmark article, “Some Thoughts about 

Feelings:  The Affective Domain and the Writing Process,” that for far too long “[Writing 

researchers] have tended to ignore the affective domain in our research on and 

speculation about the writing process.”  This is due in part because of a “deep Western 

suspicion of the irrational, the related scientific suspicion of anything which cannot be 

observed and quantified…and the simple fact that we lack a complete theoretical 

perspective and common vocabulary with which to carry on a cogent academic 
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discussion of affect” (McLeod 426).  Furthermore, notable researcher Cindy Johanek has 

long argued that compositionists incorporate a wide range of methodologies in order to 

interrogate the various aspects of the writing process.  Johanek argues in Composing 

Research:  A Contextualist Paradigm for Rhetoric and Composition that dichotomizing 

between qualitative and quantitative research is destructive.  Instead she urges 

composition researchers to employ paradigms for research that are sensitive to the 

context of their research questions.   

This dissertation and the research study which serves as its centerpiece 

interrogates the affective domain as it relates to students’ responses to teacher 

commentary on their essays.  I utilize the paradigms of social and educational psychology 

as well as social science because these fields aid in contextualizing the process that takes 

place between students and their reading of teacher commentary.  The results of this 

study indicate without question that students do experience emotive reactions to teacher 

commentary and that their reactions affect their perception of writing, the way they see 

themselves as writers, and their revision strategies.  Furthermore, beyond reporting an 

emotive response to teacher commentary, many times students also report being confused 

by what the teacher had intended.  This information is important because if composition 

instructors are to spend many hours thoughtfully commenting on student essays, then 

they should be aware of the kind of responses their commentary evokes among their 

students. 
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A Brief History of Teacher Commentary 

 By the time of the 1901 publication, Freshman English and Theme-Correcting in 

Harvard College, it was well recognized among teachers of college English that 

responding to student writing was a laborious, time-consuming, largely tedious 

component of their profession -- and one that was not likely to go away.   Thanks to the 

perceived “illiteracy crises” of the 1880s and 1890s, numerous handbooks began to 

appear, complete with symbol systems, checklists, and correction cards in order to aid 

teachers of writing in better assessing student essays.  In order to make the task more 

meaningful, articles like Lane Cooper’s “The Correction of Papers” published in English 

Journal in 1914 sought to establish contemporary trends in the “marking of themes,” 

uncovering the “principles” that lay beneath such trends.  Inherent to these discussions 

concerning the arduous work of commenting on student papers were forward-thinking 

questions about what constitutes “good writing,” “proper grammar,” what the teacher’s 

obligations to the student and the State indeed were, and the rights of both teachers and 

students in the “correction, or straightening, or normalizing of one personality by another 

through the instrumentality of truth expressed in language” (Origins of Composition 

Studies 292).   

Researchers and teachers of writing Robert Connors and Andrea Lunsford’s 

article “Teachers’ Rhetorical Comments on Student Papers” reveals the kinds of 

commentary teachers have been employing historically.  They report that the idea of 

commenting rhetorically (that is responding to macro-level issues dealing with meaning, 

exploration, argumentation, thesis development, and the like), to student writing is 

relatively new.  In fact, not until around 1950 did teacher commentary address rhetorical 
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issues in student writing, focusing instead on micro-level elements such as grammar, 

syntax, punctuation, and so on.  The process movement of the 1970s, which focused on 

student writing as a process rather than a finished product, thus emphasizing 

brainstorming, invention, and revision, spurred teachers of writing to consider seeing 

writing as unfinished drafts and they adjusted their practices accordingly.  Instead of 

providing students with feedback at the end of the writing process often in the form of a 

mere grade, they provided students with formative, rhetorical feedback throughout the 

writing process.  As educed by contemporary journals and texts, instructors of writing are 

today concerned with many of the same issues that our academic antecedents pondered.  

 The question then becomes, how best to respond to student writing?  Though 

much has been written about this topic, until recently relatively little research or attention 

has been given to the ways that students respond to the commentary their teachers 

provide.  Such questions as the following have not received a great deal of address:  How 

are our students affected by their teacher’s commentary?  How do students interpret their 

teachers’ commentary?  How do students really utilize the commentary their teachers 

provide them in their revision processes?  Why?  In her much heralded article published 

twenty years ago, Nancy Sommers complained that in terms of responding to teacher 

commentary “the nature of the enterprise” is often not understood (“Responding to 

Student Writing” 107).  That sentiment, it appears, is relevant today as well. 

 There were certainly those who had come before who had asked similar 

questions.  Landmark studies, perhaps most notably Richard Straub and Ronald F. 

Lunsford’s classic look at how twelve well-known teachers of writing respond to student 

papers in 12 Readers Reading, provided writing teachers a compelling look at the way 
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experienced teachers of composition respond to student writing. Straub and a great many 

others have examined teacher commentary on student papers. The problem for me was 

that as insightful as that work was and is, it didn’t get to the heart of my question.  The 

iconic studies examining teacher commentary in the field seemed more concerned with 

identifying “modes” of commentary styles, for instance whether teacher commentary 

tended to be “facilitative” or “directive.”  Researchers looked at the genre of “end 

responses” and considered whether experienced teachers of writing focused more on 

“micro” or “macro-level” issues in their students’ writing.  In other words, those studies 

seemed focused on the teachers and their commentary as opposed to the students and 

their perceptions of that commentary.  I wanted to know:  How do students respond to 

teacher commentary?  Do they understand it?   How does it make them feel? How and 

why does it provoke them to revise or not during their writing process? 

The “Selected Bibliography on Teacher Response” in the second edition of 

Richard Straub’s 2002 publication, A Sourcebook for Responding to Student Writing, 

includes ninety-three books, collections, and reviews of influential research on teacher 

response yet only eight of those works address the effects of teacher comments on 

students and their writing.  It is notable that these eight selected pieces are articles only 

and do not encompass the scope of a book or dissertation-length study.  It is somewhat 

enigmatic that a field like our own, one that has long worked to afford students dignity 

and a sense of (if not actual) empowerment, would not think until recently to question 

students about the myriad ways that their teachers’ commentary affects them.  

Unquestionably, Straub was the bellwether in designing and conducting studies intended 

to illuminate student response to teacher commentary, yet he repeatedly called for 
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research that he felt more closely approximated the genuine “give and take” that 

transpires between teachers and students in an actual classroom setting. All of this is not 

to say, however, that no studies have been conducted to assess student response to teacher 

commentary.  

 The following brief descriptions of a handful of studies concerning student 

response to teacher commentary outlines some of the ways that researchers have gone 

about attempting to address student reaction to teacher commentary and subsequent 

findings.  The studies indicate, especially when considered comparatively, that different 

students perceive similar kinds of commentary in very different ways.  It becomes 

evident that there is no one “cure-all” method for responding to students’ writing and that 

the commentary we employ on each student’s paper may need to be as unique to each 

student as they and their writing are unique in comparison to others.   As I discuss in the 

following chapters of this dissertation, each student perceives teacher commentary in 

somewhat differing ways, sometimes markedly so.  Therefore, considering students as 

individuals with unique strengths, weaknesses, needs, and emotions should inform 

instructors in commenting on their essays.   

In arguing that instructors need to be sensitive the individuality of each of their 

students I am also, it may be perceived, placing an even greater burden on the shoulders 

of already overworked writing teachers.  What I am in fact arguing is that while writing 

instructors should be aware of the differences among their students, I realize that 

instructors may never have a complete (or even partial) understanding of each student; 

nevertheless, it is still necessary that conscientious teachers of writing be aware that 
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differences do exist among students and that those differences will most certainly affect 

the way students perceive their instructors’ comments.1 

 

Study #1:  “The Effect of Teacher Comments on the Writing of Four College 
Freshman.”  (1984) 
 

In this study, researcher and writing teacher Nina Ziv interviews four college 

students in order to uncover their responses to teacher commentary on their essays.  Her 

findings reveal that open-ended questions, also known as facilitative commentary, made 

by teachers on student essays provide little benefit in cueing students with regard to what 

they need to do in order to ameliorate what might be less than satisfactory writing.  For 

example, in responding to questions such as, “Do you think your conclusion follows 

logically from the ideas you discuss in the body of your paper?” Ziv found that students 

might answer, “yes” or “no” but that they might not realize the intention of the question 

(that the conclusion is weak) nor might they know how to fix the writing (as no 

suggestion has been provided).  This finding is interesting because much has been written 

in recent years suggesting that open-ended commentary is superior to commentary that is 

more commanding or “directive” in nature.  The rationale for this belief, that facilitative 

commentary is better than directive commentary, stems from the idea that students have a 

right to their own texts, that they should feel ownership over their own writing.   

In “On Students’ Rights to their Own Texts:  A Model of Teacher Response” Lil 

Brannon and C. H. Knoblauch argue that it is a mistake for teachers of writing to neglect 

granting authority to the writer.  This landmark publication has done much to influence 

                                                
1 Indeed, I will present a dialogical model of teacher commentary in chapter 5 that will 
take into account differences among students and will prove in the long run to be less 
time consuming and more beneficial than current methods. 



 18 

the popularity of the facilitative approach to commenting on student essays.  Brannon and 

Knoblauch contend that directive commentary “tends to show students that the teacher’s 

agenda is more important than their own, that what they wanted to say is less relevant 

than the teacher’s impression of what they should have said” (118).    This suggestion, 

that directive commentary betrays students’ rights to their own texts, is contradicted by 

Ziv’s findings.  Ziv surmises that open-ended or facilitative commentary might be best 

employed only with experienced writers.  She maintains, “inexperienced revisers need 

specific directions from their teachers about how to revise their papers” (qtd. in 

Montgomery 7).   Indeed, in my own research, I found that students often did not respond 

well to facilitative commenting on their essays.  Many students expressed frustration 

because they were not sure about the cue the teacher was trying to send them via the 

open-ended question, and others were outright indignant that what they had written was 

being questioned at all.  These findings are more thoroughly examined in the subsequent 

chapters of this dissertation; however, it is notable that “blanket” suggestions for the best 

ways to respond to student writing are probably not very beneficial.  While many 

experienced teachers of writing laud facilitative commentary, my research and the 

research of others has questioned whether there is truly a “right” way to comment.  In 

other words, different students respond to similar teacher commentary in different ways, 

a trend I continually encountered throughout the course of my research. 

 

Study #2:  “Students’ Responses to Our Responses, Parts I and II.” (1984) 
 
 Jill Burkland and Nancy Grimm found that among 197 composition students 

surveyed at MIT, students reported being more motivated by criticism and in fact 
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expressed a desire for more criticism and less praise.  One student reported, “We are all 

here to get a 4.0, and if we don’t know how close we are to it, there isn’t enough 

incentive to try for it” (qtd. in Montgomery 7).  These students, like a small number of 

students in my study, were seemingly frustrated by comments that seemed to them 

encouraging.  Writing in the 1600s, Ben Jonson noted in Discoveries, “No more would I 

tell a green writer all his faults, lest I should make him grieve and faint, and at last 

despair; for nothing doth more hurt than to make him so afraid of all things as he can 

endeavor nothing” (Elizabethan and Jacobean Quartos 69).  The notion that critical, even 

negative, commentary is welcomed by students seems counterintuitive perhaps but the 

fact remains that some students prefer such commentary.  It seems likely, given the 

admittance standards at MIT, that students in first-year composition courses there are, 

perhaps, better or more capable writers.  Jonson, after discouraging writing teachers to 

employ criticism, nonetheless continues “I will like, and praise some things in a young 

Writer; which yet if hee continue in, I cannot, but justly hate him for the same” (69).  In 

my study I found that students who believed they were already good writers, in fact found 

praise to be superfluous and unnecessary.   

Echoing Jonson’s belief that younger, lesser experienced writers are more likely 

to thrive on and to welcome praise, Thomas Gee’s research involving relatively 

inexperienced writers, in this case eleventh graders, showed that both “negative criticism 

and no feedback caused students to write less than students who were praised” 

(“Students’ Responses” 217).  Larry Brimner’s study of the effects of praise and blame 

showed that while there were no observable differences in the writing performance of 

students who had received negative as opposed to positive commentary on their essays, 
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the students who had received negative commentary did not feel as good about their work 

(Montgomery 8).  When faced with commentary that was perceived as negative, students 

in my study also reported negative feelings about their writing and their ability to write.  

Such findings as the aforementioned again suggest that there is no one perfect means by 

which to comment on all student papers.  As I will show in the subsequent chapters, the 

messages sent to students will be received differently, sometimes dramatically so, 

depending upon the students’ perceptions of themselves as writers and the perceived 

nature of the comment. 

 

Study #3:  “Learning to Praise.” (1989) 

Donald Daiker’s innovative approach to employing teacher commentary 

encouraged teachers of writing to utilize commentary that would be perceived as positive 

by students.  In his study of 24 of his colleagues, Daiker found that fewer than 11% of the 

378 comments he examined were comments of praise and, furthermore, that those 

praiseworthy comments were only employed by his colleagues who had already reached 

a consensus with regard to use of praise as a teaching strategy.  Such notable composition 

instructors as Peter Elbow, Donald Daiker, Sam Dragga, and others have lauded the 

support for praiseful commentary.  The rationale for employing praise among many 

teachers is that at the very least it makes the process of writing a more enjoyable 

experience and that it aids in prompting students to continue writing.  This seems an 

obvious notion.  In her unpublished dissertation, writing researcher Missy-Marie 

Montgomery provides readers with a pigeon analogy oft put forth by Elbow that rather 
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comically relates student writing and the feedback they receive with famed behaviorist, 

B. F. Skinner’s notion of “Pavlovian” indoctrination: 

Skinner taught pigeons to play ping-pong.  How did he do it?  Not by 

moaning, ‘Pigeon standards are failing.  The pigeons they send us these 

days are no good.  When I was a pigeon. . .’ He did it by a careful, 

disciplined method that involved close analytic observation.  He put 

pigeons on a ping-pong table with a ball, and every time a pigeon turned 

his head 30 degrees toward the ball, he gave a reward.  (qtd. in 

Montgomery 8) 

While Elbow and others exemplify good intentions and an adherence to sound instinctive 

understanding of human behavior, educational psychologists have found that praise can 

also be damaging.  For instance, if a student feels he or she is being praised for a trait that 

the student perceives as a “fixed” trait, a trait that is not likely to change or that is already 

well established, he or she may become paralyzed by that praise.  For example, if a 

student is told the s/he is a “good writer” or “intelligent,” that student may believe that 

s/he can do nothing more than that which has already been done.  Indeed, in my study I 

found that students who received comments such as “[Y]ou are a good writer. . .you have 

an amazing way with words,” neglected to revise based on such praise and often 

responded that they already knew that they were “good writers” and that they were aware 

of the fact that they possessed an “amazing way with words.”  My research reflects the 

works of educational psychologists in that it suggests that praise can actually be 

damaging and that certain students receive praise in far different ways than we might 

intuitively imagine.   
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Daiker suggests rightly that writing teachers disseminate praise based on where 

students are in their evolution as writers.  He maintains that  “praising one writer for what 

we might criticize or ignore in another—even within the same class” is probably 

necessary and that we might need to hold “relative standards” with regard to each of our 

students (qtd. in Montgomery, 8).  Sam Dragga’s “The Effects of Praiseworthy Grading 

on Students and Teachers” details surveys he conducted with eight first-year writing 

courses.  Teachers in four of the sections he surveyed employed traditional commentary 

on student essays while the other four teachers employed Dragga’s own “praiseworthy 

grading,” a method whereby instructors only comment on praiseworthy characteristics in 

student writing.  Dragga reports that in traditional classes comments tend to be 94% 

corrective and 6% praiseworthy.   Teachers trained to employ the praiseworthy method 

averaged 39% corrective and 61% praiseworthy.  Not surprisingly, students and teachers 

both expressed enjoying the interaction between commenting and receiving teacher 

commentary more in the praiseworthy classrooms.  An exception to the enjoyment 

among students in praiseworthy environment, however, exists.  Dragga found students 

who were perceived by outside scorers as lesser skilled writers, were unsure what to 

make of praiseworthy comments.  Dragga speculates that because of years of experience 

with corrective response, students felt uncertain about what to do in the face of 

praiseworthy commentary.  Certainly, my research bears this supposition out and will be 

discussed in greater detail in subsequent chapters.  It should be noted that Elbow, Dragga, 

and others have maintained that praise should be very pointed.  In other words, instead of 

employing a “Good!” in the margin of a paragraph, the teacher commenter should point 

out what, specifically, is good about the student’s paragraph.   
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Commentary:  Understanding and Description 

 Beyond considering the effects of teacher commentary on students from an 

emotive standpoint, instructors must make certain that all the hours and energy we 

dedicate to response is worthwhile.  Do students really read instructor comments and 

understand them?  There has been a great deal written about the differences among 

commenting styles; facilitative vs. directive, coercive vs. cooperative, and so forth.  But 

in the end, if students aren’t interpreting instructor comments in the ways intended, it 

doesn’t matter what the pedagogical or theoretical rationale guiding the commenting style 

is.  For instance, one teacher in my study wrote “Cite!” in the margins of a young man’s 

essay.  The student, however, when asked to identify the comment and then explain 

“What do you understand this comment to mean?” wrote, “I think the comment says 

Late!  I admit I have been tardy a lot lately.  I won’t do it anymore.”  Clearly “Cite!” 

would be construed among those familiar with teacher commentary theory and its rather 

extensive list of taxonomies as being a “directive” comment or a “correcting” or 

“assigning” comment.  In truth, it was a wholly misinterpreted comment and not directive, 

correcting, or assigning at all--at least from the student’s perspective, which is really the 

most important perspective of all.   Thus far, the studies that have been conducted to 

assess the ways in which students respond to teacher commentary have asked students to 

utilize terms the teacher/researcher herself provided.  My study attempted an alternative 

approach.  Instead of providing students with “teacherly jargon,” students were asked, 

“How would you describe or name this comment/mark?  Why have you chosen this 

description/name?”  The results are quite interesting. 
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 In some cases students utilized descriptors much like the ones we commonly 

employ.  For instance one student, given the comment “Topic sentence next paragraph” 

replete with a curvy arrow indicating a precise location in the next paragraph responded, 

“This is a structural comment.  It tells me how and where to put my sentence.”  In fact, a 

surprising number of students used descriptors like “focus comment,” “grammatical 

comment,” and other terms that researchers have used in their own studies.  Other 

students, however, ascribed more interesting connotations to the comments they received, 

for instance, the “Wake up and smell the coffee comment,” the “You are completely lost 

comment,” and the “Funny comment. . .because my instructor and I have a joking 

relationship.”  It is interesting that students who ascribed “creative” terminology to their 

commentary did so in respect to all five randomly selected comments on the essay.  

Likewise students who were more prone to use descriptors more closely resembling our 

own also did so consistently.   

It appears as though there is no correlation, at least on the first paper, for students 

from a particular section to be more prone to use one type of descriptor or another.  This 

causes me to question whether exposure to such terminology may have taken place at the 

high school level for some and not for others.  Therefore, among other patterns, I discuss 

the students’ adoption of “teacherly language” during the course of the second essays, as 

they have, perhaps, had more exposure to the teacher and her/his terminology.  It seems 

to me very likely that some students received more teacher commentary during their 

secondary years than did others.  The way students perceive commentary during their 

first-year composition course is no doubt influenced by that prior exposure. 
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 Consider, for example, the revision symbols many writing teachers take for 

granted and employ often in their commentary.  The ubiquitous “?,”  “sp,” and the 

paragraph symbol, for example, are entirely foreign to many students.   Whereas a “?” to 

a teacher might mean, “I’m not following you here.  Can you explain a little more?” 

meant to one student “After looking at the comment and rereading the paragraph I 

determined that ‘?’ means I can’t write an understandable paragraph.”  The blanket 

generalization this student makes (that he can’t write an understandable paragraph--

perhaps ever!) is likely not what this teacher intended.  In fact upon reading this student’s 

essay, “Calvinistic Relations, Reprobation, and Religious Beliefs in Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein,” it became clear, at least to me, that he was extremely capable of writing 

paragraphs, indeed capable of writing an entire complex and provocative essay.  

Instructors, then, need to know that our students understand their intentions. 

 

Description and Justification for Empirical Research 

 In an effort to understand the ways that students perceive teacher commentary on 

their papers, I constructed and employed a study in the fall of 2000, sponsored by both 

the Council of Writing Program Administrators and the National Council for Teachers of 

English.2  The study involved four trained graduate instructors from The University of 

Arizona English Department and approximately twenty-five, first-year composition 

students from a section belonging to each instructor.3  Specifically, I was curious about 

                                                
2 A colleague Kimber M. Fendley assisted with the initial design for this project.  She 
later withdrew from the project but I would like to acknowledge and thank her here. 
3 The four trained graduate instructors consisted of one instructor who identified as male 
and three instructors who identified as female.  One instructor was from the Rhetoric, 
Composition, and the Teaching of English program, two were from the English Literature 
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the ways that formative evaluation, that is, teacher commentary provided during the 

drafting stage of the writing process, affected students during their writing processes 

from a cognitive, emotive, and behavioral perspective.  In other words, I was asking if 

students:  (1) understood teacher comments as they were intended; (2) whether certain 

comments evoked positive or negative emotion in students; (3) based on the comments 

provided did students choose to revise; and (4) if students did choose to revise, why did 

they do so and in what way?   

In order to ascertain student’s perceptions of formative teacher commentary from 

a cognitive and emotive level, my colleague and I took the students’ rough drafts after 

they had been commented on by the instructors and then numbered formative comments 

randomly (1-5) on each.4  Students were handed back their rough drafts with the five 

randomly chosen comments marked.  In addition to their rough drafts, students were 

given Response Journal Logs in which they answered questions designed to elicit the 

information we were seeking (See Appendix A).5 The Response Journal Logs were 

comprised of three sections, one for each of the five marked comments.  The first section 

asked students to respond to the question “What do you understand this comment to 

mean?”  The second section asked students to respond to the question, “How does this 

comment make you feel?  Why?”  And finally the third section asked students to respond 

to the prompts, “How would you describe/name this comment/mark?  Why have you 

                                                                                                                                            
program, and one was from the Masters of Fine Arts program.  Two of the instructors 
identified as Anglo-European, one as African American, and one as Hispanic. 
4 I am using the term “comment” to incorporate a variety of forms of feedback including 
a single mark, i.e., a question mark in the margin, a single word, an entire sentence or 
even multiple sentences. 
5 It should be noted that in order to control for the study, all four instructors were 
teaching the same material, had structured their units together, and provided the same 
prompt and rubric for each of the assignments that semester.    
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chosen this description/name?”  Students were instructed to answer these questions for 

each of the five randomly numbered comments on their papers.  The five numbered 

comments served as the subject for each student’s individual Response Journal Log.6  

 In addition to understanding how students interpreted teacher commentary 

(emotively and cognitively) we were also curious as to how students reacted 

(behaviorally) to the commentary placed by their teachers on their papers and why.  In 

other words, we were curious as to whether students chose to revise, and in what ways, 

based on the original randomly marked comments on their rough drafts.  After students 

had been given a chance to revise their rough drafts the instructors graded the next 

iteration of their essays according to a rubric they had designed together.  In order to 

ascertain the way students did, or did not, react behaviorally to teacher commentary, final 

drafts were returned to students and they were given Revision Journal Logs, which were 

comprised of two pages (See Appendix B, p.1 and p. 2).  These logs were developed to 

assess whether, why, and how students revised based on their teachers’ formative 

commentary and also to determine whether students revised despite receiving teacher 

commentary on their drafts.  On the first page, students were instructed to do the 

following:  “Look over the original comments/marks on your working draft and compare 

them with your revisions on your final draft.  In the spaces provided, answer the 

following questions for each of the numbered comments/marks (See Appendix B, p. 1).  

For each of the five randomly selected comments from their rough drafts, students were 

now to consider those comments in light of their revised essays.  Like the Response 

Journal Logs, the Revision Journal Logs were comprised of three sections.  The first 
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section asked students to relay the page number/paragraph number of the revision they 

made in the final draft.  The second section asked students to answer the question, “Did 

you revise based on this comment?  If yes, describe the changes made in your revision.”  

The third and final section instructed students that if they replied yes, they had made 

changes; they were then to explain why they chose to revise in such a way.  If students 

replied that they did not revise based on their teacher’s commentary they were told to 

explain why they decided not to do so.   

 On the second page of their Revision Journal Logs, students were instructed to do 

the following:  “Examine your final draft for any revisions you made even though your 

instructor did not mark them in your rough draft.  In the spaces provided, answer the 

following questions concerning these revisions” (See Appendix B, p. 2). On this second 

page of the Revision Journal Log there were four prompts to which students were to 

respond.  In the first section students were told to identify the page number and paragraph 

number of their revision.  In the next section students were asked, “What revision did you 

make?  (Be as specific as possible).”  In the third section students were asked to respond 

to the question, “Why did you make this revision?”  And finally in the fourth section 

students were asked to consider, “Why do you believe your instructor did not comment 

about this sentence/paragraph/section in your rough draft?”7 

 

 

                                                
7 Students were assured from the beginning of the semester that their Response and 
Revision Journal Logs would not count toward their grade.  They would be filled out and 
completed during class time and would, therefore, not be considered as homework.  
Finally, students were assured that their Response and Revision Journal Logs would not 
be shown to their instructors until final grades had been turned in at the end of the 
semester. 
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Theoretical Frameworks for Examination of the Data  

 Questions concerning the way teacher commentary affects students are important 

ones to ask because the ways that students are affected by feedback can also affect their 

perception of their abilities and their willingness to perform a task in the future.  Equally 

of import is questioning the way a student comes to the teacher’s text.  Social 

psychologists suggest that one’s state of mind upon receiving feedback inform the ways 

in which the feedback received.  And finally, it is believed that isolated demographic 

populations, thanks to the stimuli and mores of their particular era and environment, may 

react to feedback from authority figures in surprising but similar ways.  The theoretical 

framework through which I examine the data accrued in this study is more fully 

explicated in the subsequent chapters, but deserves a brief introduction here. 

Advanced by psychologist Albert Bandura in his publication Social Foundations 

of Thought and Action:  A Social Cognitive Theory (1986), social cognitive theory 

addresses the way human beings’ cognition, behavior, and environmental influences 

work in a “triadic reciprocality.”  In other words, human functioning is considered a 

product of the dynamic interplay of personal, behavioral, and environmental influences. 

Social cognitive theory emphasizes that cognition plays a critical role in people’s 

capability to construct reality, self-regulate, encode information, and perform behaviors, 

all of which are necessary tenets for learning and, for instance, successful writing.   

Standing at the core of social cognitive theory are self-efficacy beliefs, or   

“peoples’ judgments of their capabilities to organize and execute courses of action 

required to attain designated types of performances” (Bandura 391).  It is necessary to 

examine the way self-efficacy beliefs are developed and to consider the ways teacher 
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feedback in the form of written commentary8 may affect a student’s sense of self-efficacy 

in relation to their writing, for studies have shown that self-efficacy “can enhance human 

accomplishment…and influence the choices people make and the courses of action they 

pursue” (Pajares, 2002)9.   It is imperative that teachers recognize that the comments they 

create on student essays can have a profound influence on both student’s ability and 

willingness to write in the future. 

Research in the field of educational and social cognitive psychology has long 

shown that the feedback students receive from their teachers, written and verbal, is of 

paramount importance in nurturing a student’s sense of both self-esteem and 

apprehension.  This nurturing, or lack thereof, serves in either helping or hampering 

development of students’ senses of self-efficacy in relation to many kinds of tasks from 

solving a geometric proof to writing a persuasive essay.  Self-efficacy, then, refers to an 

individual’s subject-specific and situation-specific belief that she can effectively execute 

a course of action, in this way achieving a goal or predicted outcome in a variety of 

situations.10  Numerous studies suggest that a student’s perception of her ability to write 

and her willingness to do so are largely determined by her feelings of self-efficacy in 

relation to writing.  When questioned about how their self-efficacy was developed, 

students reported previous feedback from teachers was often one of the most important 

influences. 

                                                
8 Certainly there are other forms of commentary, verbal, kinesthetic, etc., that have been 
and continue to be explored, however for the purposes of this dissertation I am concerned 
only with written feedback. 
9 Taken from the following source: 
Pajaras, Frank.  “Overview of Social Cognitive Theory and Self-Efficacy.” 10 May 2006 
http://www.emory.edu/EDUCATION/mfp/eff.html. 
10 For the purposes of gender equality, the female and male pronoun will be used 
interchangeably unless referring to an actual student depicted in the study. 
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The teachers in my study were colleagues and friends of mine, and it should be 

noted that they were all four conscientious instructors, well intentioned, and up-to-date on 

current pedagogical practices.  Furthermore, after examining over 800 comments they 

provided to their students, it was clear to me that they were genuinely invested in 

providing commentary that was sound and helpful.  In other words, their commentary 

was generally representative of the kinds of feedback good writing instructors provide.  

Nonetheless, their students did not always perceive their commentary in such positive 

ways and it often had ill effects on students.  Often, commentary that was intended to be 

helpful was perceived as negative and when this perception occurred, students stopped 

revising and reported feeling negatively about themselves as writers.  It is not my 

intention in this study to present the full range of teachers and their commentary; rather I 

am providing a sample that is generally representative.  While my audience is primarily 

writing teachers at the secondary and college level, I also envision that the information 

uncovered by this research is important for those teaching writing across the curriculum 

because students’ reactions to teacher commentary, especially when it is negative, 

thwarts writers’ perceptions of themselves and their ability to write.11  It is necessary that 

our commentary inspires and nurtures students’ self-efficacious beliefs. 

 Research has shown that positive self-efficacious beliefs motivate students to 

work harder, persevere longer, and recover more quickly in the face of challenges.  

Understandably, these findings make a student’s self-efficacious beliefs about her writing 

relevant in terms of academic achievement.  A student’s feelings of self-efficacy in 

                                                
11 Certainly my sample is not representative of teachers employing extreme forms of 
commentary; for instance, those writing teachers who consistently employ negative or 
hurtful commentary or those who consistently employ overly effusive positive 
commentary. 
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relation to writing (and how we influence those self-efficacious beliefs) should be a 

primary concern among writing instructors.    

 An individual’s self-efficacy is developed in the four following ways:    

(1) An individual’s interpretation of success or failure in regard to a 

specific task situation.  

(2) An individual’s vicarious experience in observing another execute the 

specific action in question.  

(3) Social, verbal, and written cues a person receives in light of their 

execution of a certain task/goal.  

(4) Psychological anxiety and stress. (Pajares 2000)   

It seems obvious, then, that teacher commentary on student papers must certainly be a 

contributor to students’ development of positive (or negative) self-efficacy in relation to 

writing.  Indeed, one example among many I have witnessed in the analysis of my data 

illustrates this phenomenon quite lucidly:  When one young man was asked how a “?” 

next to one of his paragraphs made him feel, he responded, “It made me feel really 

dumb.”  When questioned “Why?” he explained, “She has no idea what Im (sic) trying to 

say.  I always run into that and I probably always will.”  A more positive experience is 

illumined in Donald A. Daiker’s essay “Learning to Praise” where he recounts the 

following: 

In his preface to John Gardner’s On Becoming a Novelist, Raymond 

Carver recalls  his experience as a college freshman in Gardner’s creative 

writing class at Chico State College...Although Gardner would cross out 

what he found unacceptable in Carver’s stories and add words and even 
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sentences of his own, he was always looking for something to praise.  

“When there was a sentence, a line of dialogue, or a narrative passage that 

he liked, something that he thought ‘worked’ and moved the story along in 

some pleasant or unexpected way, he’d write ‘Nice’ in the margin or else 

‘Good!’ and seeing these comments, my heart would lift.”  (qtd. in Daiker, 

162)  

Daiker, an advocate of employing more praise in our comments on student writing, 

illustrates the powerful effect commentary often carries and the potential influence it has 

in encouraging writers to continue in their efforts.  Many students in my study recorded 

similar, heartening reactions upon receiving such commentary as well.  

 As has been pointed out however, some research indicates that praise, as well as 

negative feedback, for some students, can cause a sort of paralysis. Related to self-

efficacy is the concept of locus of control, which is similar to the term “causal 

attribution” in the field of educational psychology.  The term “locus of control,” coined in 

the 1960s by psychologist Julian Rotter refers to an individual’s perceived source of 

control over his behavior.  Depending on one’s locus of control, either internal or 

external, a person either believes that he is responsible for the outcomes that result in his 

actions or others or external factors are responsible.  Furthermore, those who have an 

internal locus of control are more likely to learn from past experiences and take risks 

while those with an external locus of control are more likely to blame and to credit others 

for their successes and less likely to internalize and learn from mistakes.   

Generally speaking, those with an internal locus of control believe that they have 

control over their own destiny, while those with an external locus of control believe that 
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their lives are determined mainly by sources outside themselves.  In other words, while 

those with an internal locus of control believe in their talents, intelligence and abilities 

dictate whether or not they are successful, those with an external locus of control tend to 

believe that such things as fate, chance, luck or powerful others control their lives.  

Where a student’s locus of control lies is important to consider with respect to teacher 

commentary for many reasons. Because students with an internal locus of control are 

more likely to learn from feedback provided to them, more willing to take risks with a 

task at hand, and more likely to work for achievements than are their peers with an 

external locus of control, it seems likely that teacher commentary would have a greater 

effect on such individuals.  Interestingly, after experiencing success in a task, internals 

are more likely to raise their behavioral goals while externals are more likely to lower 

their goals.12   

Because individuals with an external locus of control attribute feedback provided 

to them to be inspired by chance, luck, and so on, they would presumably be less likely to 

alter their behaviors based on such feedback.  Understanding these concepts may well 

inform the ways that teachers choose to respond to different students and should certainly 

cause teachers to understand that their comments will be perceived and utilized 

differently depending on an individual student’s locus of control.  

                                                
12 It seems, perhaps, counterintuitive that those individuals with an external locus of 
control would lower the goal expectations after success in a particular task.  
Psychologists attribute this phenomenon to the fact that individuals with an external locus 
of control largely believe that the success they experienced was based on external factors 
such as luck and therefore do not feel that it is likely to occur again and therefore they do 
not strive to make any changes in their own behavior.  This phenomenon is discussed in 
greater detail in a subsequent section. 
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The concept of locus of control is interesting as it relates to student response to 

teacher commentary in that it could be surmised that those with an internal locus of 

control would be more likely to assign “blame” or “ignorance” to themselves should a 

teacher point out a mistake in their writing.  It would also seem possible that students 

with an internal locus of control would be more likely to try and correct a mistake that 

has been pointed out and avoid making the same error in the future.  Likewise, it seems 

probable that students with an apparent external locus of control would be more likely to 

assign blame to the teacher for their mistakes and less likely to correct the mistake or 

avoid making the same mistake in the future.   

 Indeed, the data accrued from this study strongly supports the psychological 

tenets put forth in locus control theory.  Students who internalized responsibility for their 

errors and their successes were more likely to revise based on teacher commentary and 

were also more likely to report when asked how the comment made them feel that they 

felt grateful that the teacher pointed out their mistakes and admitted that they weren’t 

aware of a particular grammatical rule or that knew they didn’t have a fully developed 

thesis yet, for example.  Some students, in fact, internalized perceived errors so 

profoundly that they became increasingly dejected and despondent, feeling that they were 

miserable writers.  On the other hand, those who consistently externalized responsibility 

for their mistakes or successes attributed the phenomenon to the teacher or to sheer luck.  

For example, some students observed in this study continually attributed their successes 

to the teacher’s “good personality” while others continually related that the “teacher just 

doesn’t understand me,” because “he isn’t reading closely enough.”  It may very well be 

of importance that teachers of writing are aware of the way their feedback is received by 
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differing types of students in order to more fully influence students’ perceptions of 

themselves as empowered writers capable of making their own mistakes and achieving 

their own successes. 

 The final theoretical framework I utilize to examine students’ responses to teacher 

commentary for this study is that of the social influence of the media.  I will argue that a 

demographic, such as that of our contemporary students, has been so deluged with media 

entertainment that some students see anything but positive feedback as negative.  Thanks 

to the individualism, moral relativism, and the entertainment industry many students 

perceive their writing as their own, unique “opinion” and are resentful about being 

questioned or “attacked” for their individual choices.   

Research released in 2005 by The Kaiser Family Foundation indicates that the 

current generation, Generation M or Generation Media, is in fact the most media 

saturated demographic in American history.  Furthermore, data accrued by writing 

teacher and researcher Peter Sacks examining students at the end of the Generation X 

continuum, indicates that the quality valued in teachers among students more than any 

other is that of “entertainer” with short shrift given to a teacher being “demanding,” 

“challenging,” or a “difficult grader.”  The data accrued in this study supports the 

aforementioned research.  

In his book Generation X Goes to College, Peter Sacks puts forth the idea that our 

culture and the national academic institution have evolved in such a way that 

“contemporary college students in America tend to press a sense of entitlement that leads 

to a low tolerance for any type of criticism or negative feedback” (Samuels “Teaching 

Generation X” 39-40).  Writing teacher Robert Samuels laments that the “moral 
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relativism of postmodern culture” causes many students to interpret teacher commentary 

as “personal attacks” (“Teaching Generation X” 40).  If the research of Sacks, Samuels, 

and others that suggests that contemporary students may be more sensitive to feedback 

from teachers and more likely to perceive that feedback as negative than were prior 

generations is indeed the case, that understanding may inform the way teachers comment 

and the way they talk to their students about the intentions of their comments.  

Students in this study very often responded positively to comments they felt to be 

“joking” and “funny” yet balked at comments they felt to infringe upon or question their 

“unique style” or “personal opinion.”  These findings are difficult to ignore as future 

generations, it is likely, will be subject to even more media influence.  It seems prudent to 

consider this trend in our interactions with students.  Students need to be made aware of 

their predilections for such reactions to feedback they receive from their instructors via 

written commentary or otherwise.  

 

Behavioral Response to Teacher Commentary:  Reasons for Revision 

Instructors comment on student essays for many reasons.  They want students to 

learn the rules of MLA, to pay attention to conventional spelling and grammar, to explore 

ideas and construct salient arguments, to think more deeply about the writing at hand and 

their writing in general.   Conscientious teachers of writing have all sorts of motivations 

for teaching and commenting on student papers.  Perhaps assessment expert Edward M. 

White sums it up best when he says that writing teachers “seek to improve student 

writing in many ways, but in responding to writing we have one overriding goal:  the 

student needs to see what works and what does not work in the draft, so that revision can 
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take place” (“Responding to Student Writing” 103-04).  Good writing teachers want their 

commentary to inspire in students the ability to recognize their intentions, make their 

thoughts known, and convey those intentions and thoughts persuasively and interestingly 

to a perceived audience--not just now but in all of their future writing as well.  While a 

more thorough explication for the ways students chose, or not, to revise based on teacher 

commentary is provided in the subsequent chapters, the following explanation of the way 

the data was accrued and some general findings is provided here. 

 As has been stated, formative commentary, that commentary given during the 

“formation stage” or revisionary stage of student writing, is intended primarily to inspire 

revision in students’ writing.  Much, however, has been written about control issues in 

regard to commenting on student papers.  How much commentary is too much?  When do 

the prescriptions in our commentary supersede the desires of the students?  By employing 

prescriptive commentary are we taking control, in essence, of our students’ papers?  

Analysis of the data I have accrued answers some of these questions.  Approximately 

90% of the time, students received a comment that they perceived as a prompt for 

revision, they indeed did revise.  Granted, students sometimes misconstrued what 

revision it was they were being asked to make (for instance the young man who thought a 

revisionary comment calling for proper citation indicated that he needed to make it to 

class on time!)  But, overwhelmingly, when students thought they were being asked to 

revise, they revised.   

 The reasons they gave for revision varied.  One student, commenting on why she 

chose to revise the five randomly selected comments/marks, wrote five times in a row “I 

wanted to get a better grade.”  Most, however, responded that they chose to revise for 
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reasons like “Because as suggested by my teacher, leaving it that way would make my 

thesis seem vague,” and “Well she told me too (sic) and she is probably right.”  Such 

passive responses suggest that many students do not seem to question the teacher’s 

expertise.   

This somewhat submissive posturing among students was also evident at the end 

of the semester during one-on-one interviews I conducted with a small sampling of the 

students involved in the study.  When asked what their teacher was studying in graduate 

school, not a single student of the twelve interviewed had any idea.  When asked if their 

teacher had any background or experience in teaching writing, again, not a single student 

among the twelve knew of any.  Yet, the majority of students willingly and consistently 

revised without any question of the teacher’s prowess.  For the many theoreticians, 

pedagogues, and researchers who have worried that students may not feel empowered in 

a student-teacher relationship and that our commentary should be sensitive to that 

possibility, these findings are unsettling and merit further analysis.  If students do pay 

great heed to instructor commentary and are either afraid or do not know how to question 

the commentary employed on their essays, then there is a risk of instructors sending 

messages to them that are not intended.  In this way instructors may conceivably damage 

student self-efficacy with regard to writing, over-praise student writing, and 

misunderstand the generation with which they work. 

 

Outline of the Dissertation 

 This dissertation, then, is concerned with the ways that actual students involved 

day-to-day in a course, attendant at lectures, participating in conferences, and familiar 
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with the teacher react to that teacher’s formative commentary on their papers throughout 

the course of a semester.  For the purposes of answering these questions, as has been seen 

in chapter 1, I have briefly examined the history of teacher commentary, beginning with 

the origin of composition studies in American colleges, identifying major pedagogical 

and theoretical trends that have influenced teacher commentary during the past century 

up to present and defining the terminology and taxonomies germane to those trends.  I 

have discussed recent research that, like my own, addresses how students perceive 

teacher commentary.  Finally, I have briefly addressed existing research surrounding 

social and educational psychology, addressing self-efficacy and locus of control and how 

those psychological factors relate to students’ learning processes and finally addressing 

Generation X and Generation M and the attitudinal perceptions members of these groups 

have in regard to education and authority.   In chapters 2, 3, and 4, respectively, I utilize 

research surrounding social and educational psychology and Generations X and M as 

paradigms for examining the findings of my own study.  And finally, in chapter 5, I 

synthesize my findings in relation to contemporary research and literature, illuminating 

both the apparent misconceptions and understandings that the field of composition 

currently holds in relation to teacher commentary on student essays, suggesting 

methodologies for further research and practice in this area, and finally suggesting that 

compositionists borrow from the field of educational psychology in employing self-

directed or “student-directed” learning mechanisms in the classroom in order to obviate 

misunderstandings and unintended messages in teacher commentary in the future.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

STUDENT RESPONSE TO TEACHER COMMENTARY:   
THE ROLE OF SELF-EFFICACY 

 
Whether providing positive or negative feedback, a teacher’s habitual 
explanations for children’s performances can be influential and may have a 
critical impact on their developing explanatory style. 
 

--“Self-Theories:  Their Role in Motivation, 
Personality, and Development” 

(C. S. Dweck, 1999) 
  

The very little engine looked up and saw the tears in the doll’s eyes.  And she 
thought of the good little boys and girls on the other side of the mountain who 
would not have any toys or good food unless she helped.  Then she said, “I think I 
can. I think I can.  I think I can.” 
     --The Little Engine that Could 
       (Watty Piper, 1930) 
 
 
As has been shown in chapter 1, much has been written about how teachers of 

writing should respond to student essays; unfortunately, little has been devoted to the 

theoretical praxis of why they should respond in such ways.   In addition, relatively scant 

investigation has been conducted concerning the ways students react to the commentary 

we provide and whether the commentary teachers commonly employ is actually 

beneficial or may in fact be harmful to students and their writing prowess and endeavors.  

Finally, though much has been written about the way teachers of writing should respond 

to their students by way of commentary, scholars and researchers have largely neglected 

to recognize the individual needs and personality traits among students and the ensuing 

differing perceptions students bring to teacher commentary.   

It is my intention, then, in this chapter to borrow theoretical frameworks from 

social cognitive and educational psychology as lenses through which to consider the 
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implications of the kinds of feedback we employ to respond to students’ writing, the 

potential ways that students respond to that feedback, and finally, the reasons their 

reactions may manifest themselves in the myriad ways that they do.  The purpose of this 

chapter is to introduce the social cognitive theory self-efficacy.13  An understanding of 

the aforementioned theory and its constructs will provide a lens through which to view 

the emotive and behavioral reactions students reported in regard to teacher commentary 

in my study in this and the following chapter.  

 

Influences of Teacher Feedback on Students 

Perhaps not surprisingly, a multitude of studies have shown that the feedback 

students receive from educators can have a great deal of impact on students’ perceptions 

of their abilities, influence their attitudes about the activities with which they engage, and 

affect their willingness to engage in such activities in the future.   It is my goal to 

illustrate how studies in educational psychology relate to teacher feedback in the form of 

written commentary and illuminate the roles that teacher commentary plays in student 

writing.   

Throughout their school years, students look to their educators for feedback to 

help them in determining whether they are successes or failures in light of the required 

task at hand.  It is apparent that teacher feedback plays a significant role in the way 

students perceive their abilities throughout the course of their education, from grade 

school to graduate school. Stanford psychologist Carol S. Dweck and others have found 

that studies involving schoolchildren and their perceptions of and reactions to teacher 

                                                
13 An introduction of these concepts was provided in chapter 1 and will be further 
explored later in this chapter. 
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feedback are consistent with findings from research done with undergraduates as well 

(“Self-Theories” 47).  In short, most students at all levels are affected emotively at 

differing degrees by the feedback their educators employ.   

In my own study it was clear that the majority of students reported being affected 

by the feedback they received from their instructors.  While some reported very positive 

experiences, others reported negative experiences.  As will be shown in subsequent 

sections, both positive and negative experiences affected students’ enjoyment and 

frustration levels with regard to their writing and also affected their subsequent revisions, 

often in ways that may seem counterintuitive.  For example, positive feedback, depending 

on how it was presented, often did not encourage students to revise nor did it necessarily 

make students feel emotively positive.  Furthermore, feedback that was perceived as 

negative sometimes encouraged revision in areas where the negative commentary had 

been employed, while it discouraged voluntary revision in other areas of students’ essays. 

The results of my findings may be due to the fact that both negative and positive 

feedback, depending on how it is perceived by students, can be potentially damaging, as 

social psychologists Christopher Peterson and Tracy A. Stern explain in “Optimistic 

Explanatory Style.”   The authors report a study conducted by Heyman, Dweck, and Cain  

that involves younger students and illustrates the influence teacher feedback has on them. 

For the purposes of the study, students were asked to participate in a role-playing 

exercise.  Upon completing the project, the students were then verbally criticized by the 

teacher for their performance.  Among the students observed, thirty-nine percent 

displayed a helpless response to the teacher’s criticism.  In other words, after being 

criticized by the teacher, the students were observed  “exhibiting negative affect, 



 44 

changing their original positive opinion of the project to more negative ones, and 

expressing disinclinations toward future involvement in that type of project” (250).  

Furthermore, the students were then more likely to make negative judgments about 

themselves that were internal, stable, and global (“Optimistic Explanatory Style” 250).  

My research with undergraduate first-year writers resulted in similar findings.  

As teacher commentary expert Richard Straub has advocated, “[f]rom time to 

time, we would do well to ask our students to respond to our responses and see how they 

understand, react to, and make use of different kinds of comments – and then find ways 

to make our comments more productive” (“The Concept of Control” 149).  In order for 

me to determine how various forms of teacher commentary affected students emotively in 

the first-year composition course, students in my study were asked to respond to five 

randomly chosen teacher comments from their essay drafts in Response Journal Logs 

14(See Appendix A).  For each of the five comments students were asked, “How does this 

comment make you feel?  And Why?”   

The student journals evinced every possible range of emotion.  As has been stated 

in chapter 1, students reported that comments made them feel “happy,” “motivated,” 

“enlightened,” and also, “upset,” “stupid,” and “dumb.”15  While a certain comment 

might cause one student to report feeling “wonderful,” a similar comment may cause 

another student to report feeling “ambivalent.” It seems likely that when writing teachers 

believe that their comments are making their students feel happy, motivated, and 

                                                
14 A comprehensive discussion of the methodology for this research design is included in 
the introduction to this dissertation. 
15 Throughout this and all chapters of this dissertation, student reaction to teacher 
commentary as it is presented came directly from students’ Response and Revision 
Journal Logs. 
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enlightened, they are pleased.  However, when students receive comments that they 

report make them feel upset, stupid, or dumb, the reaction may be disconcerting and not 

easy for conscientious teachers of writing to dismiss. It is necessary that teachers of 

writing are aware of how their comments affect the feelings of their students because 

research surrounding self-efficacy, which will be discussed further in a following section, 

indicates that the feedback students receive from educators cannot only impair their 

perceptions of their abilities but more importantly, may impair the abilities themselves.   

 

RESEARCH FINDINGS:  AN ANSWER TO STRAUB’S CALL 

Findings in my study reflect much of what has already been suggested in the field of 

educational psychology.  I provide the following examples in order to provide a more 

tangible understanding of the results of my research and then do a fuller analysis of what 

these findings mean to students and how these findings might inform commentary that 

writing teachers provide. 

 

Negative Response and its Implications for Student Writers 

In my study students who perceived feedback as negative, even when that 

feedback was seemingly benign, reported ill feelings about themselves and the 

assignment.  Students reported feeling, “dumb,” “stupid,” “not a good writer,” and “not 

liking to write about literature because” they were “never good at it.”  Approximately 

87% of the time, students who made such comments would attempt to revise their essays 
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based on the comment that they perceived to be negative.16  However, such students were 

far less likely than other students (who didn’t perceive any comments as negative) to 

revise other parts of their essays without having been prompted to do so.  And, their 

revisions often took the form of deleting sentences or even entire sections altogether in 

which they perceived they had been questioned or castigated by the instructor.  When 

asked if they had chosen to revise other parts of their papers, areas that the instructor had 

not commented on, the answer was almost always “no.”  In the rare occurrence that they 

did choose to do any revision on their own, they did so less frequently than did their peers 

and the revisions were more micro-level oriented than their positively responding peers.  

In other words, negative responders might change a word or two, or in some cases even a 

thesis statement.  However, the word change did little to affect the over-all meaning of 

the paper and likewise the new thesis statement did little to overhaul the argument in the 

essay.  The theses changes, for example, were superficial because topic sentences were 

not changed and evidence was not introduced that would support the new thesis 

statement.  This reticence to revise or to pursue a task in the face of obstacles once one’s 

abilities have been challenged has been replicated in educational psychology research as 

well as we have seen in the research of Heyman, Dweck, and Cain.  Like the students in 

their study, the students in my study, when criticized seemed to take on a less positive 

perception of the task at hand and experience, perhaps, a sense of helplessness in the face 

of criticism. 

                                                
16 All of the statistical data I provide in this dissertation is as accurate as possible.  
However, thanks to occasional student absences and students running out of time to 
complete their entire journals, it is necessary to refer to statistical data as being 
approximate.  
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Conversely, students who did not react emotively or reacted positively to teacher 

commentary were more likely to revise on their own and did so more than 75% of the 

time.  Revisions among non-emotive and positive responders were much more macro-

level and occurred with far more frequency.  While a negative responder might make a 

single change without having been prompted to do so, the positive responders frequently 

reported five or more.  The positive responders would frequently add entire sections to 

their essays in order to support their thesis statements, include quotes, and incorporate 

outside resources, all of which were unprompted by the teacher.  These students took the 

initiative to do substantive revision of their own volition.  When asked why they did so, 

they often reported that they “wanted to make the paper better,” they thought “maybe the 

teacher hadn’t thought of this but I thought it would really improve my overall 

argument,” and so on.  So stark was the contrast between students’ revision practices 

when they perceived comments as negative as opposed to positive that it bears further 

explanation.  

One student, Robert, exemplifies the kind of negative response indicative of many 

students, as do his ensuing revision practices.  For example, when Robert underlines the 

title of Flannery O’Connor’s short story, “A Good Man is Hard to Find,” his instructor 

writes, “See MLA, page 304.”  While the teacher’s comment implies that Robert should 

use quotes as opposed to an underline in citing a short story, Robert fails to understand 

the exact meaning of teacher’s comment.  When asked what the comment means, Robert 

responds, “Check MLA for proper way to mark book (sic),” which indicates that, at least 

to a degree, Robert understands the teacher’s comment, though he is confused that he is 

looking for the way to cite an essay as opposed to a book.  The teacher’s comment, 
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similar to the kind of commentary teachers frequently employ with little thought, elicits a 

good deal of negative emotion for Robert.   

The feelings that Robert reports, upon receiving what he perceives to be a 

negative comment, are not unusual and therefore particularly meaningful to consider.  

When asked how the comment makes him feel, Robert replies, “Not smart enough.  I am 

to (sic) stupid to not know when to cite a book.  That I need to look at some dumb book 

to tell me how I messed up.”  When asked how he would name the comment, Robert 

responds, “Nothing.  It is a self-explanatory that I’m dumb comment that only an idiot 

would need to rename it.”  In this example, we see that Robert perceives of a seemingly 

constructive, benign comment as negative.  When students were confused about what a 

comment was prompting to them do, they often registered a negative emotive response.  

Because many students perceived similar comments in the same way, it is to writing 

teachers’ benefits and to the benefit of their students’ that they are aware of how 

comments affect students.  While writing teachers may not assign negative connotations 

to their commentary, students often do and that fact can have profound implications for 

students.   As will be shown in the discussion of self-efficacy and writing apprehension 

Robert’s reference to himself as “dumb” and an “idiot” cause one to question how 

damaging such perceptions can be.     

In his revision, Robert deleted the title of O’Connor’s short story altogether, 

clearly an element of his essay that needed to be included, and reported the reason for 

doing so was that he “did not fully understand the comment and what needed to be done 

and [he] didn’t want to look like an idiot.”  Like other students in this study, Robert 

removed what he perceived to be a mistake from the paper completely, claiming he did 
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not know how to remedy the situation and perhaps he was not motivated to do learn how 

to do so.  Or, possibly the “criticism” he felt, like the students in Heyman, Dweck, and 

Cain’s study, he felt a sense of helplessness in the face of negative feedback.   

Frequently, when students reported that a comment made them feel “dumb” or 

“like a bad writer,” they did not attempt to revise based on the comment.  More upsetting 

is that a single negative comment that is perceived is negative affects revision in other 

areas of the paper as well, even when the other comments seemed not to elicit positive or 

negative emotion.  Robert, like others who perceive negative commentary on their essays, 

chose not revise in other areas of his essay.   

Writing teachers frequently lament that their commentary is ignored and suspect 

that their painstaking commentary must go unread by students.  Based on my study, I 

believe it is very often the case that students become confused by comments or feel hurt 

by comments (or both) and they, therefore, feel inadequate about their abilities to rectify 

the situation, which is why I think they so often delete the area in question.17  

Furthermore, I think these feelings of inadequacy influence their decisions not to revise 

other areas of their essays voluntarily.  Both of these presumptions are supported by what 

is known about the roles that teacher feedback plays in student writing self-efficacy and 

apprehension.  

Just as Robert was somewhat confused by his teacher’s commentary and that 

misunderstanding clearly caused unnecessary negative feelings, other students reported 

negative emotions upon receiving comments that confused them.  While some reported 

                                                
17 Strategies for preventing confusion among students are suggested in chapter 5. 
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simply being frustrated that they didn’t understand the comment, others reported more 

emotionally charged feelings.  Comments like Marie’s are not unusual:  

This comment kind of confused me because I feel like it’s meant to tell me 

to make changes, but I’m not sure where.  For example, should I add more 

or to (sic) this section she’s referring (sic) to or leave it just as it is?  This 

is why I feel stupid.  I can’t figure it out. 

This finding is important because based on this study it is clear that very often students 

do not understand the meaning of the commentary they receive and, therefore, 

erroneously perceive the comment as negative.  In other words, it appears that students 

attribute their lack of understanding of the comment as suggestive that they are not 

capable, not good writers, and not informed about the conventions of writing or how to 

talk about writing.  In this case the student tried to remedy the problem in question and 

did so inappropriately, which is not surprising given her confusion.  And, as was the case 

with Robert, and others like them, Marie, does not attempt to revise other areas of her 

paper on her own. 

 

Positive Response and its Implications for Student Writers 

One might presume that only comments perceived as negative could elicit such 

dismal responses among students; however, that is not the always the case.  In a 1998 

study conducted by Mueller and Dweck, researchers found that praise can be detrimental 

to students when the praise is aimed at a trait that is perceived by the student to be fixed, 

in other words, static or not subject to change.  In their study, Mueller and Dweck found 

that when children were praised for their intelligence, a trait the students perceived as 
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being fixed, they displayed “more characteristics of helplessness in response to difficulty 

or failure than did children who were praised for their efforts,” (cited in “Optimistic 

Explanatory Style” 250).  These studies serve as powerful indicators of the influence 

inherent in teacher feedback as it is perceived by students and therefore, should be 

considered in light of teachers’ feedback in the form of commentary at the secondary and 

university levels as well.  Indeed, among the students in my study there is evidence that 

students, when praised for what they might construe as fixed traits, reported an 

ambivalence or “helplessness” in response to such feedback.   

Presented with positive comments that might be perceived as fixed, not one 

student among approximately 80 chose to revise and they all reported similar reasons.  

When commentary like “good,” “nice work,” and “good description,” were provided, 

students simply didn’t revise those sentences or sections, ostensibly because they saw 

those area of their papers as fixed and therefore revising those areas to make them better 

would be impossible.   When students received positive commentary like the 

aforementioned examples, they responded to the query, “Did you revise based on this 

commentary?” they consistently responded in the following ways: “She said I was a good 

writer so why would I change anything?” and “He says I have good descriptive words so 

I’m not going to mess with it.”  Interestingly, when students perceived even some of the 

commentary they received as positive, it did encourage a great deal more revision in 

other areas of their essays.   

While not one student in my study chose to revise an area that had been pointed 

out to them as effective, the positive commentary they received seemed to serve as a 

catalyst for much voluntary revision in other areas of their essays.  Students, perhaps 
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encouraged by positive commentary on their essays, when asked “Why did you choose to 

revise this area in your essay even though your teacher didn’t ask you to do so?” students 

reported that they wanted to make other areas “better,” “more descriptive,” and 

“stronger” as well.   Based on self-efficacy theory this is not surprising.  Feeling enabled 

and capable, these students seem to have a sense that they could replicate their successful 

writing in other areas of their essays, while students who perceived comments as negative 

apparently did not.  While Edward M. White does not specifically address self-efficacy 

theory he is right to encourage teachers to employ a measure of positive feedback in their 

responses.  White suggests: 

 We should always be friendly, even when we are feeling overburdened  

  and crabby, and we should always find something to praise and encourage.  

  At most, we might suggest some options or alternatives, but we must  

  refrain from taking over the paper, even if we are convinced that we know  

  just what it ought to be doing.  (“Responding to Student Writing” 112) 

White’s suggestion bears merit because students generally respond well to commentary 

they see as praiseworthy and praiseworthy commentary inspires revision among students.  

Furthermore, White’s caveat with regard to taking over students’ writing is warranted.  

Taking over students writing is equitable to taking over students’ locus of control, an 

unfortunate outcome addressed more thoroughly in the next chapter. 

There are caveats however in employing positive commentary.  As was the case 

with the aforementioned study by Heyman, et al., many students in my study also 

reported apathetic and even negative emotive reactions to commentary they perceived as 

positive, and that was true, especially if the positive commentary was seen by the student 
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as effusive.  For example, some students reported feeling that the positive commentary 

was unnecessary and that the teacher was “just trying to be nice.”  Some went so far, 

when asked to describe the commentary, as to describe the positive commentary they 

received as “bland” and “flat” because they already knew they were “good writers.”  This 

ambivalence or negativity in response to positive feedback was especially true when 

students received a majority of praiseworthy comments about their writing.18   

Beyond the fact that students in my study never continued to revisit areas that had 

been praised, students who perceived that they were being overly praised chose not revise 

other areas of their essays voluntarily.  Unlike the students who might receive one or two 

praiseworthy comments and were inspired to do substantial revisions in areas of their 

essays that had not been commented on, those who felt the praiseworthy commentary was 

superfluous did none or very little.  Perhaps it seemed to them that there was no room for 

improvement in their writing, thus eliciting the helpless response about which Heyman, 

et. al., warn.   

Furthermore, students who reported that the praise had become, “dull,” “bland,” 

and “redundant,” not only didn’t revise the areas that had been praised, they didn’t revise 

other areas of their essays either--even when prompted to do so.  The reasons these 

students sited for not revising were telling.  They reported that they chose not to revise 

based on their teacher’s prompts because they felt “the teacher is just throwing this idea 

out because he is trying to think of something critical to say,” and, “I just don’t agree 

with her advice even though it was nice of her to offer it.”  I suspect, as research in 

                                                
18 In this case, a majority of praiseworthy comments indicates those students receiving 3 
of out 5 comments that might be construed as positive.  Praiseworthy comments might 
include “Nice,” “Good,” or “This is a very strong thesis,” for example. 
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educational psychology suggests, that having been overly praised for their abilities, these 

students were fearful that they would not be able to replicate the kind of success they had 

already attained should they continue revising in other areas. 

Because students have been shown to react emotively to teacher feedback and 

then to internalize that reaction and allow it to dictate a willingness to engage in a 

prescribed activity in the future, it is necessary that instructors of writing interrogate the 

ways that they provide commentary to the students in their classrooms.  In the next 

section, I elaborate on social cognitive learning theory that informs research in 

educational psychology in order to further illuminate the ways that students in my study 

perceived of and then reacted to teacher feedback on their essays. 

 

Self-Efficacy Attributes and Development 

 Coined by social cognitive learning theorist Albert Bandura in 1977 and later 

more thoroughly defined in his 1986 publication Foundations of Thought and Action:  A 

Social Cognitive Theory, “self-efficacy” refers to “people’s judgments of their 

capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to attain designated types 

of performances” (Bandura 391).  Because self-efficacy “can affect what behavior people 

will attempt in the first place and how long they will persist in the face of obstacles,” its 

function in academic work has long been recognized (McCarthy, Meier, and Rinderer 

466).  In their article, “Confidence and Competence in Writing:  The Role of Self-

Efficacy, Outcome Expectancy, and Apprehension,” Margaret J. Johnson and Frank 

Pajares report that self-efficacy, for Bandura, is regarded as not the only, but perhaps “the 

most influential arbiter in human agency and helps explain why people’s behavior may 
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differ markedly even when they have similar knowledge and skills” (emphasis mine, 

313).  In other words, “what people do is often predicted by their beliefs about their 

capabilities rather than by measures of what they are actually capable of accomplishing” 

(313).  Research in this area has provided substantive evidence suggesting that an 

individual’s sense of self-efficacy is a valid predictor in a diverse variety of outcomes 

ranging from smoking cessation to career choice.  Perhaps it is not so surprising, then, 

that self-efficacy has been found to play an influential role in academic performance and 

even persistence in relation to writing.   

In “Self-Efficacy and Writing:  A Different View of Self-Evaluation,” Patricia 

McCarthy, Scott Meier, and Regina Rinderer explain this phenomenon as it relates to 

writing by stating that “a student might know what is expected in an effective piece of 

writing and might even know the steps necessary to produce such a piece…but if the 

person lacks the belief that he or she can achieve the desired outcome, then effective 

behavior will likely not result” (466).  This may explain why students who felt they were 

criticized in one area of their essays were less likely to revise of their own accord in other 

areas of their essays.  They may simply have given up belief in their competency and, 

therefore, chosen not to pursue writing on their own, believing it would be judged 

ineffective or poorly.  Identifying students who are prone to interpreting negative feelings 

in regard to our commentary early in the semester, it seems, would negate their “lack of 

belief in their ability to achieve a desired outcome,” and, therefore, they may be more 

willing to pursue voluntary revision.   

Self-efficacy is a subject- and situation-specific belief that a person can achieve a 

desired outcome and furthermore persevere in her efforts in the face of obstacles and 
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challenges.  When students in my study were confounded by the teacher’s commentary, 

they often either turned away from the challenge altogether, deleting the area they 

believed to be in question, or they refused to persevere by revising other areas of the 

paper in order to make it better.   This lack of perseverance when faced with obstacles has 

been shown in other academic disciplines as well  (Bandura, 1997, vii).  In my study, 

confusion about what they were being asked to do based on the teachers’ commentary 

seemed to be a major cause for negative feelings and consternation among students.  It 

seems likely that if we simply explain the motivation for our comments and encourage 

students to ask questions about our comments for clarification and meaning, for example, 

we would obviate much of this negativity and possible loss of self-efficacy. 

Much has been said about the teachers’ role in relation to student self-esteem and 

many argue, perhaps rightly, that it is not the teachers’ job to be concerned with such 

matters.  Self-efficacy should not be confused, however, with self-confidence and self-

esteem.  While a student might have high self-esteem and a great deal of confidence in 

herself, she may still hold low self-efficacy beliefs in relation to her ability to write well.  

In other words, while a student may feel she is a competent athlete and a competent 

student overall, she is likely to harbor very definite ideas about her abilities in a specific 

athletic or academic pursuit or skill set.  Research focusing on self-efficacy’s role in 

relation to student writing shows a correlation between confidence in one’s ability to 

write well and actual writing ability.  Students who believe they are successful writers 

generally perform as such, while students who feel they are incompetent, poor writers 

generally exhibit traits synonymous with poor writing.   
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As we have seen in the examples in the previous section, those students who felt 

encouraged that they could write well did, in that they continued to revise on their own 

and took great pride in the revisions they made and their reasons for doing so.  And, of 

course, revision is valued by writing instructors as it is seen as a positive step toward 

becoming a more experienced writer.  Conversely, those students who felt they were 

incapable of doing well, sometimes based on a single comment they perceived as 

negative, often reported frustration and feeling “dumb” and did not continue to revise on 

their own, thereby not improving or stretching themselves as writers. 

 

The Role of the Writing Teacher in Developing Self-Efficacy 

 For the purposes of this dissertation, studies relating to self-efficacy as it affects 

student writing are important largely because self-efficacy is shaped to a great degree by 

the feedback students receive from teachers about their writing.  Psychologist James E. 

Maddux explains, “self-efficacy beliefs develop over time and through experience” 

(“Self-Efficacy:  The Power of Believing You Can” 279).  Self-efficacy beliefs begin in 

infancy and continue to develop throughout one’s life.  Social cognitive learning theorists 

contend that there are five primary sources that influence an individual’s self-efficacy 

beliefs: performance experiences, vicarious experiences, imaginal experiences, verbal 

persuasion, and physiological and emotional states.  While all five sources are fecund 

arenas for exploration, the two that are germane to this study, because they can most 

effectively be extrapolated to students’ perceptions of teacher commentary, are given 

attention here. 
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 The first source for influencing an individual’s self-efficacy beliefs is that of 

“performance experiences,” which Bandura believes to be the most powerful source of 

self-efficacy information (Bandura, 1977, 1997).  Bandura maintains that if a person feels 

she can successfully control her environment and attributes that success to her own 

efforts, then self-efficacy beliefs will be strengthened for that particular behavior or 

domain.  In my study, praise suggesting a student’s efforts were involved in successful 

writing, for instance, was more likely to prompt revision in other areas of the student’s 

essay.  In other words, if students weren’t inundated by positive commentary but 

provided instead with a minimal but appropriate amount, they were more likely to take 

the initiative to continue on with their own revision.  Conversely, perceptions of failure to 

control one’s environment lead to diminished self-efficacy and these students 

discontinued their efforts.   

Studies conducted by John A. Daly and Michael D. Miller support the findings in 

my research.  In “Further Studies on Writing Apprehension:  SAT Scores, Success 

Expectations, Willingness to Take Advanced Courses and Sex Differences,” Daly and 

Miller hypothesized that individuals reporting high apprehension with respect to writing 

would report significantly less success in previous writing courses than would those with 

low apprehension (252).  Writing self-efficacy beliefs and writing apprehension have an 

inverted relationship.  In other words, students with high self-efficacy beliefs about their 

writing have low apprehension with regard to writing, while students with low self-

efficacy beliefs about their writing have higher apprehension with regard to writing.  

Daly and Miller further hypothesized that males would report higher levels of 

apprehension based on research they had done that had “consistently shown that females 
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tend to be rated significantly higher in composition than males” (252).  Daly and Miller 

felt that it was reasonable to suggest that “positive reinforcement or lack thereof, is 

crucial to levels of apprehension” and that because males had generally been rated poorer 

than females in writing assignments, they would score higher on writing apprehension 

(252).   

Curbing levels of writing apprehension among students is important.  Indeed, the 

results of the Daly and Miller study showed that males “were significantly higher in 

writing apprehension than females” and that overall, individuals with high levels of 

apprehension about their writing reported feeling significantly less successful in past 

writing courses than did those with low apprehension.  Indeed, males in my study tended 

to explain their emotive reaction to perceived negative comments by stating such things 

as, “Well, I never was a good writer,” and “I’ve always sucked at English.”  While eleven 

males in my study alluded to past failures with writing or English in general, not one 

female in my study divulged such experiences with relation to writing or English.   This 

is not say that the women in my study had not had negative experiences with their writing 

and English studies, but it is curious that only the males alluded to such negative 

experiences.    

While the gender issue as it relates to writing self-efficacy and apprehension is 

interesting in its own right,19 it is important to recognize that negative experiences lead to 

greater apprehension and lowered self-efficacy beliefs in regard to writing ability as the 

performance experiences theory outlined by Bandura would dictate.  Illustrating this 

point even further, as one experienced teacher of writing stated in a survey reported in 

                                                
19 Gender differences as they relate to self-efficacy will be discussed in the subsequent 
section. 
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“Power and the Teacher’s Pen,” “Too harsh of negative comments can permanently scar 

that confidence that every writer needs.  Once this happens the writer will lose freedom 

of expression and feel self-conscious from that point on” (Auten 4).  To be sure it seems 

intuitive that harsh commentary might likely “scar the confidence that every writer 

needs.”  However, in my study with an examination of over 800 comments, I did not 

perceive any to be other than benign, corrective, directive, facilitative, or positive.  

Clearly, students had different perceptions. 

Verbal persuasion is another source of information that enables people to 

integrate information in developing their self-efficacy beliefs.  Maddux explains that 

“[e]fficacy beliefs are influenced by what others say to us about what they believe we can 

or cannot do” and that the “potency of verbal persuasion as a source of self-efficacy 

expectancies will be influenced by such factors as the expertness, trustworthiness, and 

attractiveness of the source, as suggested by decades of research on verbal persuasion and 

attitude change” (280).  Although this definition relies on “verbal” as opposed to 

“written” persuasion, it is reasonable to extrapolate the verbal to the written in that 

teacher feedback on student writing is often written and messages embedded in that 

writing very often suggest the teacher’s beliefs about what the student “can or cannot 

do.”  Telling of the phenomena, one young woman in my study, when not prompted by 

her teacher to correct things she felt to be inadequate in her writing, reported that she 

revised on her own because she “didn’t think the teacher [was] aware of her real 

abilities.”  Students in my study were engaged with the teacher’s messages (and lack of 

messages) and it was clear, given their journals, that they were involved in attempting to 

read those embedded messages. 
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Furthermore, it seems intuitive that many students have faith in the “expertness” 

and “trustworthiness” of their writing teachers.  Students’ feelings in regard to the 

“attractiveness” of the writing instructors, no doubt, vary widely.   At the end of the 

semester in which I completed the research for this dissertation, the twelve students I 

interviewed relayed that they had great faith in the expertness and trustworthiness of their 

instructors though not one student knew exactly what experience or education their 

teachers possessed.  When they were questioned about their teachers’ expertise about 

their writing, all twelve, from different sections, responded that they believed their 

teachers were indeed experts at writing.  When asked if they felt their teacher was 

trustworthy, again, all twelve responded “yes.”  But when I asked them what kind of 

background their teachers had, whether poetry, literature, or rhetoric and composition, 

not a single student was able to respond.  When I asked them if they knew how much 

experience their teachers had had in the classroom, again, not a single student was able to 

answer my question.  It is, perhaps, this blind faith in “The Teacher” that enables his or 

her feedback to wield such power among students, thereby influencing both negative and 

positive self-efficacy beliefs by way of written feedback.  Their trust in the teacher lends 

far more gravity to the teachers’ comments than they may be fully aware of.  

Acknowledging the power inherent to our commentary should inform the sensitivity with 

which we employ our feedback if we are concerned at all about students’ future 

enjoyment and success with writing. 

Daly suggests that individuals who fail to exhibit “appropriate and necessary” 

writing skills are unlikely to find success and therefore avoid writing activities” (“Writing 

Apprehension and Competency” 13).  Apprehension and low self-efficacy in conjunction 
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with poor evaluations and avoidance techniques become cyclical for the writer, and an 

unfortunate stasis, therefore, is likely to occur.  McCarthy, Meier, and Rinderer explain, 

in Bandura’s terms, “evaluations about one’s abilities (efficacy expectations) develop as 

individuals attempt a behavior and receive feedback about the quality of their 

performance” (“Self-Efficacy and Writing” 466).  Certainly, this cyclical effect makes 

sense, but it does not illuminate a necessary causal relationship.  For example, it is 

difficult to say whether a student is a poor writer who has received legitimate negative 

feedback and is therefore apprehensive or low self-efficacious (and perhaps should be) as 

a result, or it is possible that some students are more negatively affected by feedback, 

despite the fact that the evaluator did not intend the feedback to be perceived as such.  

This is a reasonable concern because many students in my study perceived commentary 

as negative even when that commentary was seemingly intended as constructive.  Based 

on my research, it is clear that some students perceive all commentary as negative and 

those perceptions may have profound implications in terms of a student’s self-efficacious 

beliefs about his or her ability to write and his or her willingness to tackle writing in the 

future.20  Indeed, as I have stated, students who perceived commentary as negative were 

less willing to revise on their own. 

Finally, it is possible that some students have had the unfortunate experience of 

receiving feedback from less than sensitive evaluators.21  When exactly apprehension and 

self-efficacy develop, and how static those social cognitive constructs are, is curious. For 

                                                
20 This phenomenon, in which certain students perceive all commentary as negative or 
positive consistently, despite the nature of the comment, is more fully explored in 
chapters 3 and 4. 
21 While it is difficult to adjudicate whether a particular comment might elicit negative 
response, among the over 800 comments I read for the purposes of this study, none 
seemed to be purposefully negative or disparaging. 
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example, in a study conducted by Johnson and Pajares, students’ writing anxiety 

remained unchanged “even as they grew in confidence and competence” (“Confidence 

and Competence” 325). Nevertheless, confidence, as it is synthesized by both strength of 

self-efficacy and lack of apprehension, as long as it is being studied as a content- and 

subject-specific concept, is a strong predictor of writing performance and competency.  

An understanding of how written feedback affects students, especially certain students, is 

necessary so that that commentary is as beneficial and constructive as possible. 

 

Gender and Self-Efficacy Beliefs 
 
 In the past two decades a great deal of research has been generated that 

substantiates the belief that gender, ethnic identification, learning disabilities, and socio-

economic factors all affect one’s self-efficacy in activities as varied as speaking German to 

majoring in the sciences.22  Because the students in my study were mostly white, mostly 

middle-class, and mostly self-identified as able, I did not account for these differences in 

my examination of their responses to teacher commentary.  That is not to say, however, 

that exploration of how students of different ethnic identity, learning disabilities, and 

socio-economic backgrounds respond to teacher commentary is not warranted.  Indeed, in 

my conclusion to this dissertation I suggest alternative research methodologies that might 

help to illuminate our understanding of a wider range of students.   Because my data was 

derived from a relatively homogenous group of students and, therefore, my main 

                                                
22 Such research has been particularly promising at prestigious universities in Germany, 
South America and Australia.  Relevant studies from these countries will be addressed in 
chapter 3. 
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concentration was students from a homogenous group, I have chosen only to consider 

gender differences briefly for the purposes of this specialized section.  I did not initiate 

this study with a consideration of how gender differences might affect student 

perceptions of teacher commentary in mind.  Based on my initial findings, however, it 

seems prudent to consider future research in this area.23 

 If gender is indeed a factor, as the following research suggests, then perhaps teachers 

of writing might consider the gender of their students when commenting on student 

papers.24  As a result of their initial research on writing apprehension, Daly and Miller 

hypothesized that high apprehensive individuals would report significantly less success 

in previous writing courses than would low apprehensives and that male writers would 

have significantly higher scores on the Writing Apprehension Measure than would female 

writers.  The impetus for their hypothesis that males would report higher levels of 

apprehension was based on research they had done that had “consistently shown that 

females tend to be rated significantly higher in composition writing than males” 

(“Apprehension and Writing 252).  Daly and Miller felt that it was reasonable to suggest 

that “positive reinforcement for writing, or the lack thereof, is crucial to level of 
                                                
23 Some excellent research concerning gender differences as they influence response to 
texts has been conducted and merits further consideration as it relates to the way students 
identifying as female understand teacher commentary.  For further reading on the 
differences in how males and females influence reader response, see Gender Influences: 
Reading Student Texts by Donnalee Rubin, SIUP: NCTE, 1993. 
24 As a teacher of writing myself, I am fully aware of the time demands made on teachers 
of writing.  It goes without saying that teachers of writing spend copious amounts of time 
commenting on student essays and that that act alone consumes a great quantity of time 
without considerations of such factors as a particular student’s gender.  This section is 
included for furthering the reader’s understanding of how self-efficacy works and alerting 
the reader to the fact that there are indeed differences in the way that self-efficacy is 
developed and nurtured according to gender.   
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apprehension” and that since males had generally been rated poorer than females in 

writing assignments, they would score higher on writing apprehension (252).  The results 

of their study, published in, “Further Studies on Writing Apprehension: SAT Score, 

Success Expectations, Willingness to Take Advanced Courses and Sex Differences,” 

showed that indeed males “were significantly higher in writing apprehension than 

females” and that overall individuals with high apprehension felt significantly less 

successful in past writing courses than did those with low apprehension.   I did not 

account for apprehension levels among the students in my study; however, it is necessary 

to discuss this phenomenon as only male students in my study reported previous 

challenges in their English and writing classes. 

 Daly and Miller, apparently satisfied with validating their hypothesis that students 

who had experienced a lack of success in past writing courses would exhibit a higher level 

of apprehension about writing, never pursued this important gender issue in later 

research.  However, it is curious as to why males reported less success in their previous 

writing endeavors and why, furthermore, they reported a heightened sense of 

apprehension.  Like high apprehension, low self-efficacy is also suspected of being 

associated with past failures.   

 Because high apprehension, low self-efficacy, and writing apprehension are 

interrelated, one must consider how students’ past successes and failures with relation to 

writing affect such social cognitive states.   In, “Self-Efficacy and Academic Motivation,” 

Dale Schunk states that “an individual’s own performances offer the most reliable guides 

for assessing efficacy . . . Successes raise efficacy, and failure lowers it” (208).  It is 



 66 

important to point out, however, that neither writing apprehension nor writing self-

efficacy has been studied and shown to determine, conclusively, whether failure 

necessarily precipitates apprehension or strength of efficacy or whether apprehension 

and strength of efficacy precipitate success or failure.  In other words, might the males in 

my study have received “warranted” negative feedback in the past because they indeed 

were poor writers, or might they have received negative feedback in the past that was 

unwarranted causing them to become poor writers?  Based on the constructs of my 

research design, it would be impossible to do anything other than to speculate about this 

cause and effect dynamic.  But there is reason to believe that males, in general, have 

experienced less success in past writing endeavors. 

 In “Development of A Writing Attitude Survey For Grades 9 to 12: Effects of 

Gender, Grade, and Ethnicity,” Ruth Knudson reports that she has found, utilizing a 

writing- attitude survey, that “boys have less positive attitudes toward writing than girls” 

in all grades of school from as early as the first grade through the eighth grade.  Knudson 

reports that this finding is consistent with other gender differences in attitudes toward 

reading and other language-related activities.  Curious to assess whether this negative 

attitude toward writing is still present in males in grades nine through twelve, Knudson 

administered a modified version of her original writing-attitude survey, based largely on 

Daly and Miller’s Writing Apprehension Measure, to 870 high school students in 

Southern California. In addition, she examined effects for grade differences and ethnicity. 

 The results of her study indicated that there was no significant main effect for 

ethnicity, but that overall, students in grade 12 had more positive attitudes toward writing 
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than students in grades 9, 10, or 11.  Knudson suggests that this positive attitude in grade 

12 may be because less positive student writers, or less able writers, have already 

dropped out by the time of their senior year.  Finally, like her earlier studies, Knudson 

also found that males still report less positive attitudes toward writing.   Knudson’s 

student subjects were not questioned, as were Daly and Miller’s as to why they had 

negative attitudes toward writing and, therefore, one cannot conclude that it is a result of a 

lack of success in past writing experiences.  Furthermore, it is somewhat difficult to 

imagine that the children surveyed in their early grade school years have had either a great 

deal of success or failure in terms of writing.  However, according to Dianne McGuinness, 

“Education is almost a conspiracy against the aptitudes and inclinations of the 

schoolboy” (Moir and Jessel 65). McGuinness maintains: 

  In the early school years, children concentrate on reading and writing, skills 

that largely favour girls. As a result, boys fill remedial reading classes, 

don’t learn to spell, and are classified as dyslexic or learning-disabled four 

times as often as girls.  Had these punitive categories existed earlier they 

would have included Faraday, Edison and Einstein.” (qtd. in Moir and 

Jessel 65) 

It is likely that such early classroom experiences and specialized classifications greatly 

affect male self-efficacy, apprehension, confidence, and general overall attitudes toward 

writing.  The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reported in 1975 that 

as early as the age of nine, “female and male performances on achievement tests in 

mathematics, science, social studies, and citizenship are nearly equal, while females 
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outperform males in reading, literature, writing, and music” (qtd. in Stitt et al., Building 

Gender Fairness 41).  However, by the age of thirteen, females begin a decline in 

achievement, which continues through the age of seventeen and into adulthood.  By 

adulthood, however, “males outperform females in everything but writing and music” 

(qtd. in Stitt et al., Building Gender Fairness 41).  

 In a report prepared by the Wellesley College Center for Research on Women, 

presented in How Schools Shortchange Girls it was noted that as recently as 1990 the 

Educational Testing Service found that although the gap between genders in many 

academic areas has lessened, “in all age groups, girls have consistently received higher test 

scores in reading and writing since the 1970s” (36).  Furthermore, NAEP data from 1989 

indicates, “girls consistently outperform boys on writing skills assessment[s]” (qtd. in 

How Schools Shortchange Girls 38).   

 A research study, conducted by Trudy Bers and Kerry Smith, “Assessing the 

Assessment Programs:  The Theory and Practice of Examining Reliability and Validity of 

a Writing Placement Test,” was designed to assess statistics on the placement of 4,284 

two-year college students including ESL males, non-ESL males, ESL females, and non-

ESL females. As is the case with many college composition placement programs, the 

students were administered a prompt and resulting essays were graded holistically.  Based 

on their scores, students were placed in either the remedial or regular college English 

courses. The surprising preponderance of female non-ESL students who were placed in 

the regular English 101 course caused the researchers to question, “Do women have better 

verbal skills than men?” and “Are there other factors, related to gender, but unrelated to 
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writing ability, that produced these differences?” (23).  For my own purposes, the 

aforementioned research results prompt interesting questions.  Of course, to ponder and 

research such questions that potentially essentialize between males and females are both 

controversial and complicated.  Nonetheless, there are researchers who have explored such 

seemingly difficult areas. 

 It is difficult, if not impossible, to explain why males experience less success in 

areas like reading and writing, even at the early grade levels.  Furthermore, one wonders 

why Deborah McGuinness refers to reading and writing as skills that “largely favour 

girls.”  Although a highly controversial subject, geneticist, Anne Moir, and her 

collaborator, David Jessel, address this issue in their book, Brain Sex. According to Moir 

and Jessel: 

What makes us better at one thing or another seems to be the degree to 

which a particular area of the brain is specifically devoted to a particular 

activity -- whether it is focused or diffuse.  Men and women are better at 

the skills that are controlled by specific areas of the brain -- but different 

areas of their brain are focused for different things.  This means that the 

male and female pattern of brain organisation has advantages and dis-

advantages for both sexes. (44)  

Furthermore, Jessel and Moir explain: 
  
   The superiority of women in verbal tests can . . . be explained by the 

difference in brain organisation.  The language skills related to grammar, 

spelling and writing are all more specifically located in the left-hand side of 
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the brain in a woman.  In a man they are spread in the front and back of 

the brain, and so he will have to work harder than a woman to achieve 

these skills. (45) 

Moir and Jessel do not explain exactly what constitutes a test of verbal ability in the 

aforementioned assertion and brain “mapping” is considered an abstruse science even to 

the most highly trained neurologists.  In addition, to an egalitarian-conscious academic 

society, which for the most part values equal treatment and opportunity for both genders, 

such scientific proposals may seem threatening.  However, if there are indeed identifiable 

and calculable differences in male and female brains, in terms of verbal ability, it might 

explain both why males feel more apprehensive and less positive about their writing 

prowess. Deborah McGuinness warns that “hiding the knowledge concerning sex-specific 

aptitudes in learning has done far more harm than good . . .It has caused a great deal of 

suffering in many boys who normally are slower to acquire reading skills when compared 

to girls” (65). In addition, it could explain why males report having experienced less 

success in their writing enterprises.  In other words, the brain’s organization, and neither 

apprehension nor failing grades, might be the actual reason explaining why males do 

poorly and thus develop such negative attitudes. 

 Of course, there are alternative and very plausible reasons which might answer Bers 

and Smith’s question: “Are there other factors, related to gender, but unrelated to writing 

ability, that produced these differences?”  Chase maintains, “The scoring of essays is a 

complex process, with many variables in multiple combination differentially influencing 

the reader. Only one of these variables is the content of the essay” (qtd. in Bers and 



 71 

Smith, “Assessing” 19).  It is possible that there are other factors that influence test-

takers (e.g. gender), and the test situation (e.g. SAT-Verbal multiple choice questions) 

may affect students’ test scores.  For example, Bers and Smith point out that research by 

Chase has shown that raters of essay examinations, for instance, may award higher scores 

to exams written in better handwriting, or to exams that espouse values similar to those of 

the readers (“Assessing” 25).  Perhaps written work by female students encompasses and 

more closely reflects the values of teachers during grade school and high school years 

where the majority of teachers are female. And as Moir and Jessel explain “even manual 

tasks, such as handwriting, suit the fine motor skills of the female, as opposed to the 

grosser mechanics of the boy” (Brain Sex 65). 

 Early writing experiences involving failure, however, may not have as great an 

influence on males as one might think. A great deal of research has shown that males are 

not as responsive to the valence of academic evaluative feedback as are females and I 

found this to be generally true in my study as well.  Tomi-Ann Roberts explains in 

“Gender and the Influence of Evaluations on Self-Assessments in Achievement Settings” 

that in academic situations “men allowed positive evaluative feedback to influence them 

more than negative feedback” and men were “less influenced overall by negative feedback 

than women” (299). Roberts, Maccoby and Jacklin have referred to this self-promotional 

tendency in men as the “male selective filter,” because it is characterized by an 

acknowledgement of successes but a denial of failures (Roberts 305).   

 Roberts’ research suggests that men allowed positive feedback to influence them 

more than negative feedback, but this was not the case in my study.  Roberts’ findings are 
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interesting because while I, too, found that males didn’t react emotively as often as 

females did, when they did it was generally negative.  For instance, men were more likely 

(3:1) to report feeling a negative emotion about a given comment.  And, their responses 

seemed more volatile, something that is not easily gauged by a researcher.  While females 

might report feeling “bad” or “unhappy” about a comment, males were more likely to be 

more graphic in their description of their unhappiness, calling themselves, “stupid,” 

“dumb,” an “idiot,” and even one describing himself as a “cigarette beings (sic) crushed 

beneath a bum’s shoe.”  It is difficult to say why this might be the case.  It may be that 

males who reported feeling badly about themselves had previously experienced more 

failure with regard to their writing and, as we have seen, the research seems to bear this 

out.  In other words, if these males already had a low sense of self-efficacy with regard to 

their writing, even benign comments may be perceived as negative. 

Based on Roberts’ research, it seems that even if males do receive more negative 

feedback in regard to their writing they might not be as affected because it is females who 

“tend to lower their expectancies for future success more than males after failure 

experiences” (300).  However, research shows that individuals with low self-esteem or 

with low expectancies about their competence before performing a task are more 

influenced by others’ evaluations than are those with high self-esteem (Roberts 300).  

Therefore, although males are less likely to be influenced by negative evaluative feedback 

in academic settings in general, which is what Roberts was researching, it is possible that 

if they already experience a lack of confidence about a particular academic endeavor, i.e. 

reading or writing, they are more likely to be influenced by negative evaluative feedback 
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than they normally would be.  And, as I have already pointed out, it was the eleven males 

in my study who lamented that they had had prior bad experiences with writing and 

English studies in general, while not a single female divulged a similar background history. 

Roberts has also suggested that males in her study were more affected than were 

females by positive feedback.  Again, this was not the case with my study.  The males 

seemed far less emotive about positive feedback than did the females.  Females in my 

study reported feeling “happy” and “thankful” far more often (again, 3:1) than the males 

did when provided with commentary that was constructive, for example.  Praiseworthy 

commentary elicited more effusive reactions among female students than it did with 

males, with females commenting, “This makes me feel really good, like she really cares,” 

and “This comment made me happy because I know I am on the right track!”  Males were 

likely to be reserved in the emotive reactions, stating things like, “I feel this comment 

means I have good title,” and “I feel like this comment says my thesis is strong.”  In fact, 

when males did receive praiseworthy comments, they were more likely to be apathetic 

about the comment, or even affect a “conceited” tone in their reaction about the comment, 

for instance, “I feel this comment means I am good writer which I already knew that,” or 

simply, “Thanks.”  It is more curious to me why males in my study seemed more 

indifferent to praise about their writing than did females based on the other studies 

presented in this chapter.  If, as the previous research suggests, males generally report 

less success in previous writing situations, it seems intuitive that they might be more 

grateful for positive feedback than would their female counterparts who might be used to 
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receiving such feedback.  This was not the case, however, and deserves closer 

investigation.   

It is possible that males in general invest less interest in their writing and therefore 

are not as appreciative of praise for their writing.  It is also possible that they are less 

thankful for constructive commentary because they see the feedback they get as a means 

to an end, a better grade for example, while females see constructive commentary as 

nurturing in some way or a sign of caring on the part of the instructor.  Of course, much 

of this is speculation with regard to gender, but it is intriguing to me that my initial 

findings go against the grain of findings in research studies with males and females in 

general academia.  

 

Conclusion 

 When I began constructing this study it seemed intuitive to me to believe that 

students, though we rarely discuss it with them, must have emotional reactions to our 

commentary.  I knew as a writing student myself throughout the years that I often had 

very real emotive reactions to my teachers’ commentary.  Sometimes comments made me 

feel elated and at other times depressed.  I also realized that what I perceived as negative 

commentary impeded my desire to write for that instructor in the future and sometimes 

depressed my desire to write again for a long time.  I watched as my peers and colleagues 

throughout the years reacted to teacher commentary on their essays and began to realize 

that teachers were often unaware of the damaging effects their comments had, 

unintentional though they were. 
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 I stumbled across self-efficacy theory as I was trying to ascertain the ways that 

writers think about themselves, how they came to think about themselves in those ways, 

and how their perceptions of themselves as writers and past experiences with writing 

affected their writing in the here and now and in the future.  Because teacher commentary 

is one of, if not the, most utilized forms of feedback, it seemed only logical to me to 

investigate this mysterious avenue for providing students with an assessment of their 

writing.   

 Through the course of this study, with relation to self-efficacy, I began to see that 

teacher comments often do have a very powerful effect on students’ emotions.  Perhaps 

more importantly I witnessed the effect teacher commentary had on their revision 

practices, a process that is so very important to becoming a better and more experienced 

writer.  I had not, when I began this study, expected to see the revision practices affected 

so profoundly by students’ interpretations of teacher commentary. 

 Another element that surprised me in engaging with this study is that students 

often had very negative reactions to commentary that is seemingly benign, constructive, 

intended to help the student.   I had also not suspected that so many students were 

confounded by our commentary and therefore felt badly about themselves as a result.  

Clearly we need to communicate more with our students about the purposes of our 

comments and the meanings. 

I reflect now on my own feelings of dejection upon a comment here or there in the 

marginalia of a paper for whatever class and wonder if those comments were also, like the 

800 comments I studied for this project, meant to be constructive or helpful, instead of 
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demeaning?  My thinking now is, yes, definitely, yes.  This is an important lesson for me 

as a teacher but also as a writer.  Clearly, some students are more sensitive than are others 

and this, in my opinion, affects an individual’s sense of self-efficacy in relation to 

whatever task or skill is in question, but perhaps, especially as it relates to teacher 

commentary.  Because we hand back papers and students go home to read them in silence 

we cannot determine their emotional reactions and rarely do they return with the 

instructor’s comments to ask for explanation or clarification. 

 As I began to see how self-efficacy was at work in students’ responses to teacher 

commentary, I began to observe another psychology/emotive facet at work.  I saw that 

different students perceive comments differently, in that some students seemed to 

internalize their successes and failures while others seemed to externalize their successes 

and failures.  I came to find that the terminology describing this phenomenon is referred to 

as locus of control.  The way that a student perceives teacher commentary, whether 

internal or external, is discussed in the following chapter.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

LOCUS OF CONTROL AND CAUSAL ATTRIBUTION:   

WHERE DOES THE BLAME LIE? 
 

I do not confer praise or blame:  I accept.  I am the measure of all things.  I 
am the centre of the world. 
 

  --Of Human Bondage 
(W. Somerset Maugham, 1874-1965)  
 

  Blame someone else and get on with your life. 
 
     --Alan Woods (1947-) 
      
 
 As I began to examine students’ Response and Revision Journal Logs, it became 

clear to me very early in the process that there were two forms of responses emerging.  

Some students consistently seemed to take responsibility for perceived errors and 

successes while other students consistently attributed their successes and failures to their 

teachers.  I began to wonder what was causing this phenomenon and returned once again 

to social psychology in order to uncover potential reasons.  It was then that I found very 

differing responses to teacher commentary might indeed stem from differences in 

students’ loci of control and causal attribution, valid and reliable constructs and 
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predictors of achievement and non-achievement (Howard, “The Effect of Role 

Modeling” 1).25   

 Psychologists maintain that individuals’ lives are profoundly influenced by 

whether they perceive control as internally or externally derived.  Professors of education 

Karen R. Harris and Steve Graham explain “an internal locus of control is said to exist 

when an individual typically attributes successes and failures to controllable factors that 

reside within oneself (such as effort, the development of skills and capabilities, and so 

on), rather than to external factors” (Making the Writing Process Work 188).  On the 

other hand, they explain “[a] student with an external locus of control might typically 

attribute failure to bad luck, other people (the teacher doesn’t like me), or task difficulty 

(this is too hard for me), even when the task is within her or his grasp” (188).26  Indeed, 

some students in my study consistently registered either external or internal causes to 

their perceived successes and failures and this attribution determined the ways they 

received the commentary emotively.  Furthermore, whether students registered either an 

internal or external locus of control also profoundly affected students’ revision practices.   

Students are particularly important to consider in light of what is known about 

traits inherent to individuals with internal and external loci of control.  Where one’s locus 

                                                
25 A brief introduction to these terms is provided in chapter 1, but will more fully 
explicated in this chapter. 
26 The measure most commonly employed to determine one’s locus of control was 
developed by Gunter Krampen in German in 1991, by translating Levenson’s IPC scales 
(Levenson, 1981) into German and changing all items into less culturally dependent 
statements.  Further, a fourth scale measuring ‘self-concept of own ability’ was added.  
Thus, the Fragebogen zu Kompetens- und Kontrolluberzeugungen (FKK) consists of four 
primary scales each with eight items assessed on a six-point Likert type scale ranging 
from ‘not true at all’ to ‘very true.’” (See “Locus of Control, Self-Efficacy and 
Motivation in Different Schools:  Moderation, the Key to Success?” Anderson, Hattie, 
and Hamilton 4). 
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of control is centered affects the way an individual perceives successes and failures as 

well as the way an individual reacts in light of what he or she perceives to be positive, 

negative, and constructive feedback.  Acknowledging that students come to teacher 

commentary with either an internal or external locus of control aids in informing teachers 

about the ways that their comments are received.  Additionally, the theory of locus of 

control helps to explain why some students thrive on feedback and utilize it to inform 

their revisions and future writing endeavors, while other students react negatively or 

apathetically to commentary and may become discouraged and/or unwilling to persist in 

the face of obstacles.   

Psychologist David A. Gershaw explains in “Line on Life” that “college students 

with strong internal locus of control believe that their grades are determined by their 

abilities and efforts.  These students believe, ‘The more I study the better grades I get’” 

(1 emphasis in original).  Students with an internal locus of control, when given 

constructive feedback, change their strategies to cope with their deficiencies, and when 

they experience positive feedback they raise their expectations for success.  Indeed, this 

may explain (as was shown in the last chapter) why students who received praise were 

more willing to revise of their own accord even when they were not prompted to do so.  

Contrastingly, Gershaw states “college students with strong external locus of control 

believe that their grades are the result of good or bad luck, the teacher’s mood or God’s 

will.  They are likely to say, ‘No matter how much I study, the teacher determines my 

grade.  I just hope I’m lucky on the test’” (1 emphasis in original).  After experiencing 

positive feedback, these students lower their expectations.  Furthermore, when externals 

experience negative feedback they are optimistic that the next time they are given 
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feedback it will be better because of their belief that in the end “luck essentially averages 

out” (1).  The aforementioned concept is difficult to grasp.  Essentially, those with an 

external locus of control, because they feel that their successes and failures are beyond 

their control, are not motivated to change their behaviors because they don’t believe their 

behaviors are the cause of the outcomes they experience in the first place.  Conversely, 

those with an internal locus of control have been portrayed by research studies 

throughout the past couple of decades in the following ways: 

(1) Subjects with internal locus of control were more cognitively able. 

(2) Those with an internal locus of control were more mentally aware. 

(3) Internal persons appeared to possess more information regarding their status 

in certain situations. 

(4) They showed greater readiness to perceive relevant information. 

(5) Persons with internal locus of control were more prepared to seek necessary 

information in experimental tasks than were external persons. 

(6) Internal persons were better predisposed to learning. 

(7) Persons with internal locus of control were more motivated than were persons 

with external locus of control. (Howard, “The Effect of Role Modeling” 1) 

It is often noted in literature that there seems to be a negative dichotomy portrayed 

between those with an internal versus an external locus of control and that is rather 

unfortunate as well as somewhat misleading.   

 In other words, those with an internal locus of control are often portrayed as 

exhibiting positive, mature traits, and those with an external locus of control are 

portrayed as exhibiting negative, immature traits.  Gershaw reports that children, for 



 81 

example, are much more likely to have an external locus of control than adults.  He 

explains that as children grow older, they gain skills that give them more control over 

their environment and therefore their locus of control becomes more internal (“Line on 

Life” 2).  Parenting styles are believed to play a major role in whether a child evolves 

from an external locus of control to an internal locus of control during adolescence.  In 

“Relationship of Perceived Parenting Styles, Locus of Control Orientation, and Self- 

Concept among Junior High Age Students,” researchers Lisa A. McClun and Kenneth W. 

Merrell explain that in their study of 198 students in grades eight and nine who were 

administered locus of control scales and a Perceived Parenting Styles Survey, participants 

who perceived their parents as being “authoritative” as opposed to “authoritarian” or 

“permissive” were also associated as having an internal locus of control orientation and 

stronger self-concept (http://www.e.interscience).  Therefore, locus of control is largely 

nurtured and developed through one’s early life experiences, though research does 

suggest that locus of control can be malleable with informed training--important 

knowledge for educators to have.  The ways that individuals experience life in their 

formative years can largely affect from where they derive their locus of control.  

Foremost researcher on locus of control Gunter Krampen has found the following to be 

true about children’s locus of control development: 

(1) Parental approval and attention to positive behavior predicts 

internality. 

(2) Parental reinforcement, which is based on social comparisons of the 

child’s behavior and achievements, predicts powerful control. 
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(3) Disparagement of the child--without attention to the specific behavior 

of the child predicts chance orientations. (“Perceived Childrearing 

Practices” 97) 

Despite one’s upbringing, all hope is not lost for those with external locus of control.  

According to Gershaw, “[m]any – but not all – psychologists believe that internals are 

psychologically more healthy than externals” but that “the outlook is far from hopeless 

for those who have predominantly external locus of control.  The locus of control 

orientation can be modified by psychotherapy and by life experiences” (36).   

Furthermore, attributing an internal locus of control to all of life’s outcomes is not 

necessarily desirable or even feasible.  While “causal beliefs that attribute success and 

failure to internal, controllable factors are desirable, no student (or adult either, for that 

matter) should be expected to express only these beliefs.  There are times when it is 

accurate to believe that external or uncontrollable factors are related to success and 

failure, and it could be unhealthy to have too strong an internal locus of control” (Making 

the Writing Process Work 188). Obviously, it is accurate to assess failure and success to 

external or uncontrollable factors in our lives from time to time, and frequently, there are 

multiple factors, both internal and external, that affect both our failures and successes.  

 A great deal of research has been conducted in order to determine the ways that 

locus of control affects individuals in different areas of their lives.  The following is a list 

of characteristics Gershaw has compiled on his website at Arizona Western University. I 

include it here in its entirety: 

 (1) Internals are more likely to work for achievements, to tolerate delays in 

 rewards and to plan for long-term goals. 
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(2) As indicated above – after experiencing success in a task, internals are likely 

to raise their behavioral goals.  In contrast externals are more likely to lower 

their goals. 

(3) After failing a task, internals re-evaluate future performances and lower their 

expectations of success.  After failure, externals raise their expectations. 

(4) Internals are better able to resist coercion. 

(5) Internals are more likely to learn about their surroundings and learn from their 

past experiences. 

(6) Internals experience more anxiety and guilt with their failures and use more 

repression to forget about their disappointments. 

(7) Internals find solving their own bouts of depression easier.  Likewise, they are 

less prone to learned helplessness and serious depression. 

(8) Internals are better at tolerating ambiguous situations. 

(9) Internals are less willing to take risks. 

 (10) Internals are more willing to work on self-improvement and better   

        themselves through remedial work. 

(11) Internals derive greater benefits from social supports. 

(12) Internals make better mental health recovery in the long-term adjustment to 

physical disability. 

(13) Internals are more likely to prefer games based on skill, while externals 

prefer games based on chance or luck. (http://virgil.azwestern February 22, 

2006) 
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Based on the accumulation of research surrounding locus of control and its affect 

on emotion and behavior, it becomes obvious that the feedback students receive from 

their teachers would have very different effects on students depending on whether their 

locus of control is internal or external.  Indeed, in the subsequent sections, I examine 

students’ emotive and behavioral response to teacher commentary on their essays as they 

relate to locus of control.  While I did not employ a locus of control measurement scale 

with the students in my study, their reactions to teacher commentary very frequently 

exhibited an internal or external locus of control in light of their teachers’ commentary.  

In other words, the causes they gave for perceiving feedback as positive, negative, or 

constructive varied widely as did their behavioral response to that feedback, as evinced 

by revision practices.   

 While some students reported feeling angry about a comment, there was a 

difference in who they attributed their angry feelings toward.  Some students blamed 

themselves while other students habitually blamed the teacher or other, external, sources.  

Likewise, some students seemed to attribute perceived success to their own abilities, 

while others seemed to attribute that success to their teachers.  Finally, some students did 

not report emotive feelings in the conventional sense, such as “I feel happy,” “good,” 

“upset,” or “hurt,” but rather reported such feelings as “I feel I need to improve this 

paragraph” or “I feel that my thesis is not strong.” 

 A general understanding of causal attribution is important for educators to have 

because it deals so specifically with the reaction students have when faced with the kinds 

of successes and failures an academic setting so frequently provides.  Much like locus of 

control, causal attributions are explanations one provides for his/her success and failure.   
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Harris and Graham explain “[w]hen students believe that their difficulties are due to 

stable factors beyond their control, particularly inability, they typically exhibit less effort, 

use less sophisticated strategies than they are capable of, and perform below their 

capabilities” (Making the Writing Process Work 187).  This may also help to explain, as 

was shown in the last chapter, why some students perceiving even one comment from a 

teacher as negative, chose not to revise other areas of their essays.   In the previously 

mentioned study by Mueller and Dweck, students who perceived that they were being 

praised or criticized for a fixed or stable trait tended to display a helpless response 

because they did not believe they had the ability to change the trait by way of effort or 

other means.  Failure for these students resulted in feelings of distress because they 

attributed “their failure(s) to insufficient ability” (187).  This was often the case in my 

study as I show below. 

 Conversely, students who attribute their difficulties “to factors within their 

control, particularly insufficient effort, tend to persist and maintain strategic performance 

when they face difficulties” (187).  In other words, when students with an internal locus 

of control attribute perceived failure to insufficient effort as opposed to inability, they are 

more like to persevere in the face of obstacles.  It is easy to see the parallels between 

locus of control and causal attribution.  Like students with internal locus of control, 

students who see themselves as the cause of their successes and failures are more likely 

to persist when encountering challenges.  And, like students with an external locus of 

control, those who attribute the cause of their successes and failure to something or 

someone outside of themselves are more likely to experience defeat and to give up.  For 

these reasons, it is important that teachers are sensitive to the kinds of feedback they 



 86 

provide students because, as educational psychologists explain, “[h]igh achievers feel 

self-efficacious and personally responsible for their control of the academic-learning 

process” (Developing Self-Regulated Learners 2).  Edward M. White relates an anecdote 

telling of this phenomenon.  Upon receiving a “C” on his first essay for White’s class, a 

student promptly quit the class feeling he was unable to do well, despite the fact that the 

grade was only one of many and students knew the first grade did not count toward the 

final grade.  Understanding the tenets of locus of control and causal attribution and the 

roles these tenets play in influencing students should inform the ways writing teachers 

provide commentary to their students.  It may be necessary that teachers identify those 

students early in the semester who exhibit both internal, but especially external, locus of 

control in order to obviate the problems associated with an external locus of control.27 

 In the following sections, I examine student reaction to teacher commentary from 

my study, considering the differing ways those with seeming internal and external locus 

of control perceived and reacted to teacher commentary.  As I have stated in the previous 

chapter, my student participants were largely a homogenous group in that they were 

mostly white, mostly middle-class, and I did not take into account learning disabilities or 

other demographic data beyond gender identification.   Researchers Nancy H. Chubb, 

Carl I. Fertman, and Jennifer L. Ross write, “It is important to acknowledge that most of 

the theories of adolescent development” dealing with locus of control are “based on 

research with a limited population: primarily white, male subjects” and that gender bias 

needs to be addressed (“Adolescent Self-Esteem and Locus of Control” 

                                                
27 Indeed, in chapter 5 I will provide a fuller discussion dealing with means for 
identifying such students.  Furthermore, I provide potential suggestions to aid students 
with an external locus of control in taking more ownership and responsibility for their 
successes and failures. 
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http://www.questia.com).   Therefore, it is irresponsible for researchers to extrapolate all 

of the research in the field to minority or other demographic composites.  Fortunately, 

however, the aforementioned situation has begun to change in the last decade.  Recently, 

researchers have been exploring the differences among males and females in terms of 

their proclivity for either external or internal locus of control and others are researching 

cultural differences that may affect an individual’s locus of control as well.  

 Professor Diane Howard, for example, has researched gender differences and has 

found that locus of control among females is affected to a great degree by the presence of 

role models.  In her 1996 study, Howard found the following: 

  (1) Female subjects who identified female role models had stronger  

  internal locus of control than female  subjects who did not identify female  

  role models. 

  (2) Locus of control in female subjects was changeable and variable. 

  (3) Internal locus of control in female subjects increased in those who had  

  female role models. 

  (4) Internal locus of control decreased in female students who did not have 

  female role models.  (“The Effect of  Role Modeling”    

  http://72.14.253.104)28 

Like studies dealing with gender differences and locus of control, researchers are also 

considering the ways that culture might affect individuals’ loci of control.  A great deal of 

                                                
28 In my own study, I had hypothesized based on research that suggests males are 
developmentally delayed in comparison to their female peers, that males in my study 
would show a greater proclivity toward external locus of control.  My findings did not 
bear that out.  I found that males and females were equally as likely to exhibit external 
and internal loci of control. 
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research in Germany, Australia, South Africa and elsewhere suggests that there are 

significant differences in locus of control between different cultures and ethnicities.   For 

instance in their study of male and female Indian and White schoolchildren in South 

Africa, researchers Julian Barling and Frank Fincham found that the differences between 

the two cultural groups may be due to their relative positions in South African society.  

Similarly, in the US Yvette Otterman reports that Black Americans tend to be more 

external in their perceived control than Caucasian Americans.  In the most recent of these 

studies, researchers found that “young Black workers tend to be more external in terms of 

locus of control in comparison to White workers of similar age and education” and that a 

“worker with an external locus of control, for example, might blame a mistake made at 

work on his or her demanding boss and selfish co-workers” (“The Great Culture Debate” 

1).  Conversely, “someone with an internal locus of control…might blame the mistake on 

his or her own carelessness or failure to pay enough attention to the details” (“The Great 

Culture Debate” 1).29  Other research has identified “considerable differences in the 

internal or external sense of control between Black, Anglo, and Chicano undergraduates” 

(“The Great Culture Debate” 2).30  While Blacks had a proclivity for external locus 

control more than did Anglos, this was not the case in every domain of locus of control 

being evaluated.  Much of the research considering differences among Blacks, Anglos, 

and Chicanos was conducted some time ago now and should be considered in that light.  

It is conceivable that the methodologies and results were influenced by the cultural mores 

of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s and that results would be different today.  It is also 

                                                
29 See also Coleman, Campbell, Hobson, McPartland, Mood, Weinfeld and York (1966); 
Gurin, Gurin, Lao, and Beattie (1969); and Vecchio (1981). 
30 See Gaa and Shores (1979); and Krampen and Weiberg (1981). 
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possible that differing parenting styles, thought to nurture either internal or external locus 

of control, among different cultural groups may have a great affect.  Finally, experiences 

of racism no doubt teach individuals that they have less control over their environment 

than they might imagine. 

 Nonetheless, more research in this area needs to be done so that essentializing 

generalizations on the basis of gender and race do not persist.  Indeed, more recent 

studies have taken earlier studies to task, citing problems and inaccuracies.  Researchers 

Singh and Verma (1990) have suggested that factors other than culture have far greater 

impact on locus of control.  They maintain, “knowledge of and positive attitude toward 

environment, active involvement in recreation, and emphasis on freedom in socialization 

are conducive to the development of internality” (qtd. in “The Great Culture Debate” 2).  

Even so, much research from the US and abroad suggests that cultural differences do 

have an affect on one’s locus of control and this is certainly a fecund avenue for further 

research.   

 Because locus of control is thought to have such a profound affect on students’ 

successes and failures and how they react to those failures in academic environments, 

educational psychologists are rightly interested in how minority populations and those 

from different cultures factor into the mix.  Concerns about at-risk students and dropout 

rates have caused teachers, parents, and researchers to seek a greater understanding of the 

causes of academic underachievement in order find better methods of prevention.  And, 

because the advantages of having an internal locus of control have been found to be a 

significantly better predictor of grades than standardized achievement tests, educators 
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have become interested in how to sustain or to develop internal loci of control among 

their students (“Parental Enabling Attitudes and Locus of Control” 1).    

 Researchers have found that students with an internal locus of control have “an 

increased ability for impulse control, delay of gratification, and regulation of attention in 

classroom settings,” all necessary abilities for students’ success (“Parental Enabling 

Attitudes” 1).  Researchers Finn and Rock have found that an internal locus of control 

benefits at-risk students especially because despite minority status and low-income 

housing, for example, these students were labeled as more “resilient” than their peers 

(“Academic Success Among Students”).  Considering the concerns that many 

administrators on college campuses have with regard to attrition rates among minority 

and other at-risk students, it seems writing teachers, who often have the most contact with 

their students, should be aware of the roles that locus of control plays in student 

achievement. 

 Much of my findings bear out what has been written in the literature on locus of 

control and causal attribution.  As will be shown, some students consistently appeared to 

exhibit an internal locus of control while others consistently appeared to exhibit an 

external locus of control and those traits indeed affected the ways that students responded 

to their teachers’ commentary and also affected their revision strategies, or lack thereof.  

As might be expected, those with an internal locus of control took greater measures to 

rectify areas of their essays the teacher had commented on and were also motivated to 

revise more heavily in areas of their essays in which the teacher had not commented.  

Those with an external locus of control were less likely to attempt revision in areas where 
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the teacher had commented and were much less likely to attempt revision in other areas 

of the essay in which the teacher had not commented.   

 

Locus of Control and Examination of Data 

 As I have stated, early in the process of examining student responses, I came to 

see that there were two very different types of reaction to teacher commentary being 

reported in student journals.  Some students continually took responsibility for their 

perceived errors and successes, while others did not.  As Gershaw explains, it is accurate 

for students to sometimes believe that there uncontrollable factors related to success and 

failure and that too strong an internal locus of control can actually be unhealthy.  The 

majority of the students in this study, (approximately 75% or 60 of the 80 students who 

responded), displayed a mostly internal locus of control, which is not very surprising 

given that they are beyond adolescence, the period in life when most people have 

matured and moved beyond a largely external locus of control.31   

 Some students exhibited both an internal locus of control and an external locus of 

control alternately, and there may be various reasons explaining that finding.  As 

Gershaw maintains, there are times when an external locus of control is understandable.  

For instance students sometimes believed that teachers misunderstood their writing to the 

their teachers because the teacher did indeed appear to misunderstand the students’ 

writing because the teacher did indeed appear to misunderstand the students writing.  The 

teacher’s misunderstanding may simply have occurred due to reading too quickly, for 

                                                
31 In saying that 75% of students displayed a “mostly” internal locus of control, I am 
saying that out of every 10 responses in their journals, at least 7 student responses 
appeared to exhibit an internal locus of control. 
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example.  Such oversights on the part of the teacher are to be expected from time to time 

and the students in such cases were right to attribute the fault pointed out to them by the 

teacher and not to them.   

 There were other times, however, when students went back and forth between 

attributing success or failure to themselves and then to their teachers or other external 

sources for reasons other than the obvious mistake on the part of the teacher.  This may 

be because the students in my study were all approximately 18 years of age and still in 

the last stages of adolescence, which is generally believed among those in the health 

profession to comprise the ages of 12 to 20 years of age (http://www.wrongdiagnosis).  It 

has been suggested that locus of control development exists on a continua.  Students in 

my study exhibiting an internal locus of control 70% of the time, and still in the late 

stages of adolescence, might be likely to exhibit an external locus of control another 30% 

of the time.  This seems reasonable to me.  I do not, however, intend to speculate on 

students’ biological or maturational development, though it is an interesting avenue for 

further consideration. 

 For the purposes of this section, I have chosen to focus on the journals of ten 

students who consistently exhibited an internal locus of control and ten students who 

consistently exhibited an external locus of control in order to illustrate the very different 

ways that students approached commentary and the ways they utilized such commentary 

in their revisions.   While I provide brief case study examples for a few students in each 

section, I have incorporated journal writing from other students as well. 
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Internal Locus of Control and Student Response 

 Students who consistently exhibited an internal locus of control appeared to take 

ownership and responsibility over their work and the comments they wrote in their 

journals illustrate this.  These students, when asked what they perceived a particular 

comment to mean, would report in the first person, “I feel that I need to keep the essay in 

the same tense throughout the paper,” “I need to explain in greater detail why/how the 

quote supports the meaning I am trying to get across,” and “I either needed a topic 

sentence or to work on a better topic sentence.”  Similarly, they would often refer to their 

essays in the following ways, “My paper’s beginning is slow and would be more 

powerful if I dropped the first 3 pages of the paper”;  “My essay is drifting from my 

original claim and I am possibly bringing in unnecessary evidence.”  Such students 

continually referred to themselves in the first person and used the possessive “my” to 

refer to their essays.  Clearly, they established ownership over their writing and the 

obstacles they were encountering.   

 It is also evident that these students, exhibiting an internal locus of control, 

seemed to have an understanding of what was apparently lacking in their essays and 

provided solutions for fixing the problem at hand.  They acknowledged the deficiency in 

their essays stating things like, “My paper’s beginning is slow,” or “My essay is drifting 

from my original claim,” and then provided solutions for how best to ameliorate the 

problem, stating my paper “would be more powerful if I dropped the first 3 pages of the 

paper,” and “I am possibly bringing in unnecessary evidence.”  These students then went 

on to change their essays in exactly the ways that they believed that they should in order 

to make the essays better. 
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 Conversely, students who seemed to exhibit an external locus of control when 

asked to explain what they thought a particular comment to mean, consistently wrote 

things like, “She is trying to get me to make a connection based on what she is 

commenting on between the two stories we had to compare,” “He wants me to elaborate 

on the idea he is commenting on,” and, “He doesn’t like the ideas in this paper.”  

Similarly, those students exhibiting in external locus of control would write, “It says that 

this needs more analysis,” and “This comment says that the introduction needs to be 

improved.”  It is as if the onus of control is on the teacher and what he or she wanted or 

some non-entity, outside force that is exerting control on their essays.  And, unlike 

students exhibiting internal locus of control traits, these students rarely employed the first 

person “I” when discussing their work nor did they refer to their essays by way of the 

possessive “my,” instead referring to their essays as “in this essay” or “this paper.”  They 

seemed almost to be removed from the body of their own work.  These students portrayed 

the development of the paper and even the paper itself as external to them.  Such students 

did not seem as personally invested in their essays and did not appear to exhibit a feeling 

of ownership over their work in the ways that those exhibiting an internal locus of control 

did.   Furthermore, this lack of investment or ownership in their work was reflected in 

their emotive responses and revision practices as well. 

 Students with an apparent internal locus of control were much more likely to 

revise on their own and, often, reported altruistic reasons for doing so.  Perhaps this is 

because as Howard explains, “Those who attribute their success to internal causes seem 

to have a greater degree of achievement motivation than those who attribute their 

successes to external causes” (“The Effect of Role Modeling” 1).  When questioned about 
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whether they had revised on their own, students with an internal locus of control in my 

study did so at least 85% of the time and reported doing so for apparently self-motivated 

reasons.  For example, in his literary analysis essay dealing with James Baldwin’s 

“Sonny’s Blues,” Kris, like others exhibiting an internal locus of control, revised at least 

five times of his own volition.32  The reasons he supplied for revising on his own were 

indicative of similar responses supplied by other students with apparent internal locus of 

control.  For example, when questioned, “Why do you believe your instructor did not 

comment about this sentence/paragraph/section in your rough draft?” Kris answered by 

stating, “It is difficult for the teacher to see everything that could be improved in a paper.  

I made the revision in order to offer clarity.”  Kris feels that he is capable of making his 

essay more sophisticated (an indication of internal locus of control) and wishes to do so 

not for a grade but because he actually wants his thoughts to be perceived as more clear 

and his writing more easily understood.  Like others with an apparent internal locus of 

control, he takes an almost defensive stance on the part of the teacher pointing out that it 

is difficult for the teacher to see everything.  He takes primary responsibility instead of 

allocating the responsibility of his paper to his instructor.   Finally, he also seems 

confident that he is, indeed, capable of clarifying his writing on his own.  Kris, like others 

with internal locus of control, feels both enabled and motivated to work toward greater 

achievement. 

 Another student, Sara, also made at least five revisions without being prompted 

and provided similar reasons to Kris for doing so.  Typical reasons Sara gave for making 

                                                
32 All students exhibiting an internal locus of control revised without prompting from 
their instructors in at least five different areas of their essays and the revisions were often 
quite substantial. 



 96 

revisions included, “I made this revision because I wanted to make my argument more 

powerful and the 1st way sounded like it wasn’t my idea.”  It is interesting that it is 

important for Sara to have her argument sound like her idea, again an indication that she 

takes ownership for and pride in her work as well as an indication of her internal locus of 

control.  Sara goes on to journal about other reasons she revised on her own stating, “The 

evidence I included in my essay was fine the 1st way, but I just wanted to make it better 

and because I know my argument could be explained more.” Again, Sara is interested not 

in satisfying the needs of the teacher but in satisfying her own needs by improving her 

paper.  It is clear that she is aware that the argument is hers and she recognizes it as such.  

Like Kris, Sara seems assured that she has the ability to improve her writing, in this case 

her argument, as she states that she “knows” she could explicate the argument more.  

Students like Kris and Sara appear to have a strong internal locus of control in that they 

appear to have faith in their own abilities and also a desire to work for achievement that 

they feel is within their grasp if they are willing to expend the extra effort.    

 Joseph exemplifies another student who exhibits an internal locus of control.  He 

takes responsibility for his writing, revises heavily on his own, and like the other 

students, often “defends” the teacher when he is questioned about why he thinks the 

teacher didn’t comment on various areas of his paper that he thought should be revised. 

In writing about Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Joseph explains that without having been 

prompted by the teacher, he “added more contextual evidence to [my] essay in the form 

of a quote.”  Like the others, Joseph seems to have a relatively sophisticated grasp of 

what needs to be done to make his paper better and he takes risks in order to do just that.  

Going back to a text unprompted to do so by the teacher takes time, effort, and initiative 
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and Joseph is willing to do so in order make his essay stronger.  In his own words, Joseph 

explains he incorporated the quote because the “quote said exactly what I wanted for the 

paragraph to relay the correct information to my reader.”  Note that Joseph remarks that 

the “quote said exactly what I want[ed]” to improve the paragraph.  This student not only 

exhibits an internal locus of control; he wants control of his essay as well.  Furthermore, 

Joseph remarks, “I lengthened my conclusion and added a wider perspective for my 

reader” because the previous form of the conclusion “did not expand on the possible 

implications the text had on my reader.”  It is interesting to note that those students who 

exhibited an internal locus of control also registered an awareness of their readers’ needs, 

an awareness of readers’ needs that those with external locus of control often did not 

register.  This may be because, as Gershaw has illustrated, “internals derive greater 

benefits from social support” (http://virgil.azwestern.) 

 Students who consistently exhibited internal locus of control traits either 

explicitly wrote that they had voluntarily made revisions in order to help their readers or 

they alluded to that fact.  For example, Joseph remarked that he wanted to provide a 

“wider perspective for my reader” and he wanted to expand “on the possible implications 

the text had on my reader.”  Similarly Kris and Sara remarked that they made revisions in 

order to “clarify,” and to “explain more.”  Other students with an apparent locus of 

control responded in their journals in similar ways: “I changed the introduction because it 

would mislead my readers,” “I had to put in new quotes because the old ones would 

confuse the reader,” and “I added more explanation for why [the author] was writing 

about the ideals of the New South because some people might not know about the New 

South.”  In all of these examples, the student writers seemed conscious of the fact their 
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writing might be read by others and they adjusted their writing with their readers in mind.  

Even when students exhibiting an internal locus of control didn’t specifically talk about 

“my reader,” they alluded to their readers’ needs remarking that they needed to “clarify” 

and “explain more.”  It was apparent that they had an audience in mind that would need 

further clarification and more explanation.  It is likely that this awareness of the reader is 

due to the fact that internals are known to be more aware of how their actions affect 

others and to “derive greater benefits from social supports” than are externals 

(http://virgil.azwestern).   

 Joseph illustrates this inherent desire to satisfy the reader.  When asked why he 

thought his teacher did not comment on his conclusion, Joseph explains “She did not 

comment on my conclusion because it was already in ok shape, but only after talking to 

other people did I decided (sic) to add more material.”  His sensitivity and willingness to 

act on the perceived needs of his peers is indicative of an individual with an internal locus 

of control.  He did not change his conclusion because he was told to do so by an authority 

figure, but because he perceived a personal need and motivation to do so in order to 

benefit his readers’ understanding. 

 Clearly, it appears that these students had a very real sense of wanting to revise on 

their own because they took pride in their work and wanted to make it better.  More 

importantly, they seemed to believe that they had the ability to improve the quality of 

their essays.  This sense of being able to improve and succeed and attributing that 

improvement to one’s own effort underlies why many psychologists describe those with 

an internal locus of control as being “more independent, cognitively able, mentally 

aware, predisposed to learning, and motivated than persons with external locus of 
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control” (http://72.14.253.104/).  This motivation seemed altruistic and internally derived.  

For example, many students who exhibited an internal locus of control, when asked why 

they thought their teachers did not comment on a particular area that they thought needed 

revision offered up excuses for the teacher saying things like, “It’s not Mr. [ ]’s 

responsibility to catch everything,” “She probably didn’t notice that I had used incorrect 

MLA format for including long quotes,” and “The teacher probably thought it was 

already okay.  I just wanted to make it better.”  These kinds of responses further indicate 

an internal locus of control in that they illustrate the students’ own feelings of ownership 

over their work.  They are less concerned with the teachers’ responsibility in making their 

essays better and more concerned with their own responsibility to do so.  Naturally, 

teachers would prefer that all students were so motivated to take the initiative for their 

writing and strive to improve on their own.  However, this is not always the case.   

 Before moving on to the next section it is necessary to report another 

phenomenon that manifested itself among students who consistently registered an internal 

locus of control.  These individuals did not report emotive reactions to the feedback that 

they received in the ways that other students did.  When asked how a particular comment 

made them feel, these students rarely, if ever, reported that a comment made them feel 

“really good” or “bad.”  Instead, when asked, “How does this comment make you feel?” 

they invariably reported that comments made them “feel like I need to change my thesis 

statement” or “I feel like the comment is intended to alert me to problems with my 

argument.”  While some students reported very visceral reactions to teacher commentary, 

students with an internal locus of control did not.  They seemed to see the commentary as 

constructive, matter of fact, and void of emotive intentions and they responded to the 
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commentary in the same mode.  I am not certain why this trend emerged and literature on 

locus of control does not address this finding.  Either other researchers have not identified 

this trend or they have not written about it in their publications.  This lack of 

conventional emotive response on the part of internals, perhaps, is not surprising.  

Internals seem to see teacher commentary as a tool they can utilize for their own benefit 

and don’t seem to see it as necessarily positive or negative, merely a means to an end.  

Though many internals expressed gratitude for comments stating, “This comment was 

helpful.  I am thankful that the teacher pointed this out,” or “This comment is 

appreciated.  It will help me to develop my intro.,” they did not report feeling that 

comments made them feel good or bad.  I will certainly explore this phenomenon in my 

future research. 

 As shown in the following section, students exhibiting an external locus of control 

were far less likely to take ownership over their work and less likely to revise without 

prompting.  Furthermore, students exhibiting an external locus of control were more 

likely to report emotional reaction to the comments they received, often in the forms of 

anger and frustration. 

 

External Locus of Control and Student Response 

 As is suggested by literature on locus of control, students exhibiting an external 

locus of control in my study were more likely to attribute successes and failures to the 

teacher or other factors beyond their control.  Furthermore, they often attributed failure to 

their lack of ability, citing the task as being too confusing or too difficult.  As a result of 
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these attributions, externals were far less likely to revise given the commentary with 

which they were provided and almost never revised on their own.33 

 A typical example of an external response to the question, “What do you 

understand this comment to mean?” is reported by Pete.  In the margin of his essay on 

Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily,” the teacher underlines one of his sentences and writes, 

“Work on clarity in this sentence.”  When asked what the comment means, Pete writes, 

“That any sentence might be a runon (sic) sentence and needs to be broken up.”  The 

sentence in question, in fact, was not a run-on sentence but did lack clarity.  In this 

instance, Pete misunderstands the comment, a frequent happenstance among externals, 

and doesn’t seem to take responsibility for the perceived error.  He doesn’t seem to 

understand that not just “any sentence” might be a run-on, but his sentence is a run-on.  

When asked how the comment makes him feel, Pete writes, “Fine because many times 

we just write and write and overlook making proper stops.”  Unlike internals who are 

constantly referencing themselves, writing things like “I need to incorporate quotes to 

provide evidence,” for instance, Pete writes that sometimes “we just write and write.” 

Employing “we” as opposed to “I” obviously indicates the external locus of control about 

which educational and social psychologists are concerned.  “Everybody makes mistakes,” 

Pedro seems to imply.  “Any sentence might seem to be a run-on” and “we” all just 

“write and write,” is the way that Pete reports perceiving his teacher’s commentary.  In 

this way Pete is able to allocate responsibility for the error to anyone besides himself.  It 

is unclear who the “we” in journal is representing but it is clearly evident that he is not 

concerned with the way that he writes, rather with the way people in general write. 

                                                
33 The ten students whose journals I incorporate in this section never chose to revise on 
their own with the exception of one instance and a single revision. 
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 Approximately 50% of the time externals encountered a comment by the teacher 

prompting revision, externals did revise even when they misinterpreted what it was they 

needed to do.  Pete did revise based on the aforementioned comment, explaining “I 

change (sic) the sentence to where it would seem less ‘story-telling-like’ and added some 

periods.”  Like other externals often did, Pete misunderstood the comment and then 

revised as such, in this case by simply adding in some periods and breaking up the 

sentence into three sentence fragments.  It may be, as is suggested by the literature, that 

Pete, like other externals, is less “cognitively able,” “less mentally aware,” and not as 

willing to “seek necessary information in experimental tasks,” when faced with a 

perceived challenge (“The Effect of Role Modeling” 1).  The reason Pete provided for 

this revision is indicative of others with an external locus of control. 

 Externals were far more likely to explain their reasons for revision citing that they 

revised because the teacher wanted them to rather than reporting that they revised 

because they wanted to make their papers better, for example, or to provide greater clarity 

for their imagined readers.  Unlike internals, externals revised for someone other than 

themselves because they felt they were supposed to but not because they wanted to do so 

for themselves.  Such was the case with Pete.  When asked why he revised in the way that 

he did, Pete responded, “Cause (sic) she told me to.”  Again, externals did not seem to 

take ownership over their own work and anything they did to better their work was 

attributed to having done so for the teacher.  The teacher, in other words, was seen as 

being more responsible for the outcome of the paper than was the student.   

 Pete did incorporate one revision without having been explicitly prompted by his 

teacher, a rare occurrence among externals.  When prompted, “What revisions did you 
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make even though your instructor did not mark them in your rough draft?” Pete 

responded, “I change (sic) my thesis.”  When asked why he made the revision, Pete 

responded, “I changed it because the body of the essay is about a new thesis and it is 

what she was trying to prove.”  Notice that Pete does not say that his new thesis is about 

what he was trying to prove but rather what she, his teacher, was trying to prove.  His 

decision to change his thesis was based on what he perceived his teacher wanted without 

consideration of what he wanted.  When asked, “Why do you believe your instructor did 

not comment about this sentence/paragraph/section in your rough draft?” Pete responds, 

“Because she knew what I was going to prove by reading my original thesis, but it seems 

to me that her suggestions were more toward rearranging that thesis.”  This response is 

important because it belies a sense that at some point Pete may have felt a sense of 

ownership over his paper.  He admits that he “was going to prove” a point in his 

“original” thesis, but as a result of his suspicions as to what the teacher wanted, he 

changed his thesis.   

 Despite changing his thesis, Pete chose not to revise any other areas of his essay.  

This choice not to revise on his own is indicative of persons with an external locus of 

control who are “less motivated” than are persons with an internal locus of control.  It 

may also be that because externals feel less cognitively able and less mentally aware, 

Pete was unable to conceive of changes that might have bettered his essay. 

 Other students exhibiting an external locus of control were also less willing to 

work on self-improvement in order to better their papers as well.  And, as Howard’s 

research has suggested, they were also less willing to seek information to help themselves 

improve their writing.  For instance in Adam’s essay about Gilman’s “The Yellow 
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Wallpaper,” his teacher underlined his word choice, “oppressive,” in describing the 

protagonist’s husband.  When asked what he felt the comment to mean, Adam responds, 

“I think he wasn’t sure on my word choice but who knows (sic).”  Obviously, Adam is 

admitting that he doesn’t know what word would be better to replace “oppressive” but he 

seems to resign himself to thinking that it isn’t possible to find somebody who might 

know of a better word choice, thereby exonerating himself of responsibility for 

determining how to fix the perceived problem.  When asked how the comment made him 

feel, Adam writes, “Confused because what word could be better?”  Again, it is almost as 

if he is asking into a vacuum what word might be better than the one he used.  He knew 

that he wouldn’t be getting feedback from any questions he might pose in his journal so 

clearly posing his questions in this venue was futile.  This helpless response affects his 

revision practices as well.   

 Many students exhibiting external locus of control, when confused, are not 

motivated either to seek necessary information to rectify the situation or exert effort when 

they feel the task is too hard (Making the Writing Process Work 188).  This is the case for 

Adam as well.  When asked how he would describe his teacher’s comment, Adam writes, 

“I would call it the ‘I’m not sure’ comment.  I chose this because that is what he said in 

my conference.”  This is especially telling because it is clear that Adam has met with his 

teacher at the mandatory scheduled conference and that the teacher has discussed his 

word choice with him.  Despite the conference, apparently Adam did not seek 

information from the teacher about why his use of the word “oppressive” was inaccurate 

or incorrect and as a result Adam chose not to revise the word.  It seems likely that at 

anytime during the conference, he could have asked his instructor about the problem but 
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he chose not to do so, deciding instead to leave the word alone.  When prompted about 

why he chose not to revise the comment, Adam writes, “It’s up to him anyway so it really 

doesn’t matter.”  This attitude, that it doesn’t matter what the student does it is up to the 

teacher in the end, is indicative of other externals as well.  Unlike internals who see 

themselves as responsible for their academic successes or failures, externals don’t work 

to ameliorate perceived failures because they believe that in the end, it is “up to the 

teacher anyway.”34  In other words, these students see the outcomes of their efforts as out 

of their hands and out of their control. 

 Researchers in educational and social psychology have also found that students 

with an external locus of control are likely to attribute failures and successes to whether 

or not the teacher likes them as opposed to whether or not they have actually successfully 

fulfilled a requirement or task.  White explains why this might be true: 

  When the teacher is the only audience, the students inevitably personalize  

  the response; instead of working to improve their writing, they will work  

  to please the teacher, which is a much less valuable goal.  And instead of  

  internalizing writing standards, they will wait for the teacher’s judgment  

  before assessing their own drafts.  (“Responding to Student Writing” 114) 

As will be shown in the following examples, White is correct in his supposition that 

students, especially those exhibiting an external locus of control, will “wait for the 

teacher’s judgment” instead of relying on their own. 

 This was the case in my study as well.  For example, Lauren, when told to change 

her wording in a particular sentence, responds that the comment made her feel “confused 

                                                
34 See Gershaw’s research in “Line on Life” for more instances of this external response 
to teacher feedback. 



 106 

at first because I thought it is stronger than it could be already.”  When asked to describe 

the comment she reports, “A dissing comment.  We just don’t get along.”  In this case 

Lauren has not internalized writing standards but does give credence to the teacher’s 

judgment.  The sentence in question, “However, these parallels in history and the novel 

are not to just coincidence,” is indeed a confusing sentence and the grammar clearly 

needs to be changed.  Lauren, however, apparently satisfied with the sentence and/or 

unwilling to go back a reread it for clarity, simply attributes the teacher’s suggestion to 

her perceived poor relationship with the teacher.  Her perception of her relationship with 

her teacher influences her perception of her writing despite the fact that the two are 

unrelated.  At the end of the essay, Lauren’s teacher listed the strengths in her essay.  

When asked how this comment made her feel, Lauren replied, “A little frustrated because 

I didn’t really have many strengths.” When asked how to describe the comment, Lauren 

writes, “The ‘you suck’ comment because she just doesn’t like me.”  Unlike internals, 

externals attribute their success and failures to someone or something outside of their 

control and this is clearly the case with Lauren.  Instead of taking responsibility for 

perceived errors in her essay and working to ameliorate those errors, Lauren simply 

blames her relationship with her teacher for her writing.  As might be expected, Lauren 

does not choose to revise those areas of her essay ostensibly because she doesn’t think it 

will do any good anyway.  Indeed, Lauren did not choose to revise based on her teacher’s 

commentary citing, “It’s not my fault if she can’t figure out to (sic) make sense of my 

point more clearly.”  Again, like other externals, Lauren has abdicated her responsibility 

for the matter at hand, clearly laying blame at the feet of the teacher.   
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 Perceived success among externals was also attributed to the teacher.  In her essay 

about Guy de Maupassant’s “The Jewelry,” Michelle begins a sentence, “Another thing 

that I believe leads to Lantin’s misery. . .”  Michelle’s teacher underlines the word 

“thing” and writes “vague” in the margin.  When asked what the comment means, 

Michelle states, “She is just trying to be funny.”  Clearly, Michelle has misinterpreted her 

teacher’s comment and the rest of the journal seems to illuminate why this might be.  

When asked how the comment makes her feel, Michelle replies, “good.”  Finally, when 

asked to describe the comment Michelle writes, “A joking comment because she really 

likes me and we have fun joking around.”  In this case, Michelle’s relationship with her 

teacher, apparently a good one, has clouded her ability to interpret her teacher’s feedback 

properly.  It does not occur to her that she may have employed a vague word choice, nor 

does it occur to her that she should, perhaps, go back and reread the sentence and try to 

make sense of the teacher’s comment.  As far as Michelle is concerned, the teacher likes 

her and that must mean that her teacher’s reactions to her writing, something outside of 

her control, are reflected in the teacher’s commentary.  Needless to say, revision did not 

occur as a result of this comment and obviously nothing was learned.  In the future, 

Michelle is likely to employ the word “thing” again in her writing, not realizing the 

ambiguity of that word choice. 

 Other students with an external locus of control were also likely to attribute 

perceived success to their relationship with their teachers.  In a similar example to that of 

Michelle, Erin’s teacher writes in the margin of her essay on Gilman’s “The Yellow 

Wallpaper,” “Excellent description of the doctor.  You really captured his essence here.”  

When asked how this comment made her feel, Erin responds, “This comment made me 
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feel really happy.”  When asked what she felt the comment to mean, Erin writes, “This 

comment is trying to tell me that my teacher really likes me.”  Finally, asked to describe 

the comment, Erin responds, “This is the ‘your (sic) great!’ comment because my teacher 

and me (sic) are pretty much like friends too.” Clearly, Erin is not making a connection 

between her teacher’s comment and her ability to write a descriptive sentence.  Instead, 

she attributes her perceived success to the fact that her teacher likes her, again, something 

outside of her control and certainly outside of the control she has with her own writing.  

This is an unfortunate situation because Erin is unlikely to attempt to construct such a 

sentence again in the future because she does not attribute the success of her sentence to 

her own ability, instead attributing her success to her teacher’s fond feelings for her.  It 

seems obvious why students with an external locus of control do not learn from feedback 

they receive from their teachers; because they do not feel responsible for the outcomes of 

their efforts, they do not learn from their mistakes, nor do they learn from their success.  

Therefore, students with an external locus of control will not change their behaviors in 

order to avoid failure or to achieve success.  In other words, externals are simply less 

likely to “learn from their past experiences” (http://virgil.azwestern). 

 The frustration and confusion that those with an external locus of control 

experience is evident in student named Brian.  Research in educational and social 

psychology indicates that those with an external locus of control are more prone to 

“learned helplessness,” less able to “perceive relevant information,” and not as 

“predisposed to learning” as their internal counterparts.  Naturally, such traits would 

inhibit learning and also would be likely to cause confusion and frustration for students 

trying to interpret teacher commentary.  In Brian’s case this confusion is present in his 
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response to each one of his teacher’s comments and like other externals he does not seek 

ways to ameliorate his confusion, thereby fixing the perceived problem.  Furthermore, 

like other externals, Brian frequently misinterprets his teacher’s commentary. 

 In his essay dealing with Flannery O’Connor’s “A Good Man is Hard to Find,” 

Brian writes the line, “When the grandmother was talking about how must be a good man 

and come from nice people the Misfit simple answers.”  Clearly, there are several 

problems in this sentence, but his teacher merely circles “simple,” which, no doubt, was 

supposed to have been written “simply.”  When asked to explain what the comment 

means, Brian writes “For some reason I need to change the word.”  Obviously, Brian 

doesn’t realize that “simply” is not written “simple” and this causes confusion.  Asked 

how the comment makes him feel, Brian responds, “Confused because I don’t know what 

word she wants.”  By the time of the final draft, the word’s spelling still hasn’t changed 

and Brian has not revised because he reports, “I never did know what to do with that 

word.”  Like other students in this section, Brian misinterprets comments and does 

nothing to remedy the situation and seemingly either has no motivation to do so or else is 

unaware of avenues he might take to pursue an answer.  In the end, his response sounds 

somewhat dejected. 

 Confusion continues to plague Brian in his attempt to interpret teacher 

commentary, as does his unwillingness or inability to change his situation.  In response to 

his sentence, “The grandmother pleaded to the Misfit saying that he was a good man 

hoping to let Bailey and John Wesley go,” the instructor underlines his sentence and 

writes, “Are you sure about this reason?”  Asked what this comment means, Brian 

responds, “I’m not sure what this means. It’s frustrating me.”  When asked how the 
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comment makes him feel, Brian replies that the comment makes him feel “doubtful” and 

“makes [me] wonder if I read the story right.”  This is not surprising given that externals 

do not do well at “tolerating ambiguous situations” (“Line on Life” 2).  In this case Brian 

is interpreting the comment correctly, yet he finds it frustrating and confusing and he is 

left feeling doubtful.  In the end he reports that he “deleted the sentence completely.” 

Brian, an obvious external, is not “prepared to seek necessary information” that would 

help him to overcome such a confusing challenge (“The Effects of Role Modeling” 76).  

His unwillingness or inability to seek out necessary information and his frustration when 

presented with challenges is evident in the final comment as well. 

 In response to his sentence, “Even though the Misfit did have this goodness in 

him he still was a criminal, which leads to being evil,” his teacher writes, “How does the 

reader react?  Elaborate on meaning.”  In response to the question, “What do you 

understand this comment to mean?” Brian simply writes, “No clue.”  Asked to explain 

how the comment makes him feel, Brian responds once again, “Confused.  How can I do 

that or what needed to be done.”  In this case Brian, like Adam, portrayed in a previous 

example, poses his question to his journal and apparently never establishes what it is that 

he needs to do in order to elaborate on his meaning.  As a result, Brian eliminates the 

sentence entirely.  This is unfortunate because, yet again, no learning has taken place and 

Brian lost the opportunity for infusing some interesting analysis in his essay.  

Furthermore, like other externals in my study, Brian will not be able to utilize new skills 

in his writing in the future because he has not taken responsibility over his writing and 

has not sought to understand how to make it better.  In order to obviate confusion and a 

proclivity for giving up among students, writing teachers need to identify those with an 
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external locus of control.  In doing so, teachers may be able to work with students  in 

taking more responsibility for their writing and their revision practices. 

 

Conclusion 

 Although I had considered psychological reasons for students’ beliefs about 

themselves as writers in the past, I did not have a great deal of familiarity with the 

concept of locus of control and causal attribution.  As I expressed in the introduction to 

this chapter, it became very clear to me early in my exploration of student journals that 

something was at work in the ways that students perceived and reacted to teacher 

commentary on their essays.  Clearly, the research on locus of control as it relates to 

student learning and achievement was largely relevant to the results of my study as well. 

 Students with an internal locus of control were more likely to revise when 

prompted to do so by the teacher and exceedingly more likely to revise on their own.  

This is because these students reported feeling that they had control over themselves and 

their writing.  Furthermore, internals were more motivated to challenge themselves and 

persist in the face of obstacles and most importantly, they reported feeling able to 

overcome the challenges they faced.  Finally, internals did not report feeling emotive in 

the conventional sense about the comments they received, a finding that I had not 

anticipated but am curious about exploring more fully in the future. 

 Unlike their internal counterparts, those with an external locus of control only 

revised about half of the time they were prompted to do so.  Among the ten students 

exhibiting only external locus of control traits in my study, only one chose to revise on 

his own, and then, only one time.  These students continually gave up when confronted 
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with commentary that they found confusing, citing frustration and inability as reasons for 

not following through even when they had been prompted to do so.  Likely because they 

were not motivated or did not feel competent, or both, those with an external locus of 

control did not take it upon themselves to seek out areas of their essays that might have 

improved with revision.  Finally, they often attributed their successes and failures to their 

relationship with the teacher.  Because they didn’t learn from the feedback they received 

didn’t garner experiential knowledge through revision practices, these students seemed 

stuck in a sort of stasis with regard to their writing. 

 It seems very important that writing teachers are aware of the ways that locus of 

control affects how students perceive of commentary on their essays.  Furthermore, 

writing teachers should consider the roles that locus of control plays in students’ 

willingness to attempt revision and the degree of revision students are willing to tackle.  I 

will provide suggestions for helping students to gain a greater degree of internal locus of 

control in chapter 5.   

 In the next chapter, I will move away from educational and cognitive psychology 

and instead focus on the ways that students’ generational position, and the mores and 

societal factors germane to their generation, potentially influence their perceptions of 

teacher commentary. 
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CHAPTER 4 

GENERATION X, GENERATION M, AND SOCIAL ATTITUDES: 

RESPONSES TO TEACHER COMMENTARY 

Why are my students describing the Oedipus complex and the death drive 
as being interesting and enjoyable to contemplate?  And why am I coming 
across as an urbane, mildly ironic, endlessly affable guide to this 
intellectual territory, operating without intensity, generous, funny, and 
loose?  Because that’s what works. 

 
  --“On the Uses of a Liberal Education” 
   (Mark Edmundson, 1997) 
 

   Beyond consideration of students’ psychological states of being and how those 

psychological states affect their response to teacher commentary, it is also necessary to 

address their contemporary social attitudes.  Specifically, I am concerned with the ways 

that students’ attitudinal perceptions are formed in light of the era in which they are born 

and the social factors that are at work in helping to create who they are as a general 

population.  As has been shown in the previous chapters, each student is an individual 

and worthy of special considerations because of his or her uniqueness.  However, teacher 

researchers and social scientists believe generational attitudes also influence the ways 

that students respond to the world around them, including the feedback they receive from 

authority figures.  This chapter is an examination of contemporary students and the 

attitudes they harbor toward education, authority, and writing.  In light of what is known 

and believed to be true of today’s students, I will conclude with examples taken from my 

study that illustrate the kinds of attitudes and reactions to teacher commentary believed to 

be indicative of many contemporary students.   As the case scenarios I provide in this 

chapter show, it appears that there are trends among some students to resent all 

commentary, believing it to be a personal attack on them as writers, while other students, 
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perhaps having led lives of relative academic ease, report feeling wounded by all 

comments, even the most benign.  There are other students who, perhaps influenced by  

grades and monetary driven academic system, are completely unaffected positively or 

negatively by teacher commentary and report being concerned only with a final grade.  

Finally, there are students who may have been exposed to an overly gentle education 

system who report that praiseful comments do not encourage them, nor do they inspire 

positive feelings in such students.  It is my intention to provide research that may 

illuminate such trends among these “types” of students in the following sections. 

 One of the dominant beliefs among educators about current student attitudes is the 

notion that whatever students write is their own opinion and therefore not subject to 

interrogation.  Another area of concern is the role that parents have taken in their 

children’s education in recent years.  In “Teaching Generation X:  A Dialogical Approach 

to Teacher Commentary,” writing teacher Robert Samuels relates a story about an 

admittedly “extreme” but nonetheless telling interaction he had with a student in recent 

years.  Samuels explains that after having returned an essay a student had written about 

The Simpson’s television show that contained a number of anti-Semitic comments, the 

student became enraged with Samuels’ written commentary.  The commentary suggested 

that the student rewrite the paper by “getting rid of all unsupported opinions. . .” (40).  

Instead, of being appreciative of the commentary, Samuels reports, the student 

“confronted [him] with the allegation that [he] could not have been objective if [he] was 

Jewish” (40).  Apparently the essay was attacking the perceived anti-Semitic dialogue of 

the show without providing justification or evidence for the anti-Semitic undertones.  

Exacerbating the situation, the student’s father called Samuels, yelling profanities and 
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charging that Samuels had no right to give his son a bad grade just because he disagreed 

with his son’s “viewpoint” (40).  Despite Samuels’ explaining to the father that the paper 

was not an opinion paper, the father assured Samuels that he had “not given up the fight 

on his son’s behalf” (41).   

Samuels attributes the student’s behavior, and perhaps the father’s as well, to 

current trends in our national sense of identity and individualism as well as to such 

phenomena as grade inflation and popular perceptions of teacher and student 

relationships.  He argues that “institutional and cultural contexts are the most important 

determinants of the nature of comments teachers make, for they are the factors that help 

to shape the student-teacher relationship, especially in writing classrooms” (39).  In a 

similar vein, Edward M. White has cautioned, “If the student can simply dismiss the 

teacher’s views as mere personal opinion, the writing will not improve” (“Responding to 

Student Writing” 104).  Indeed, in my study writing teachers might well have considered 

White’s caveat. Students in my study, like Samuel’s student, often balked at commentary 

they perceived as being negative, simply because they felt their ideas were being called 

into question by the teacher. 

Indeed, there may be other cultural factors at work as well that influence students’ 

reponses to teacher commentary.  Beyond the student’s belief that his writing was his 

opinion and not subject to question, it might also be said that Samuels and his student 

were suffering from what has been introduced into our contemporary lexicon as the 

“helicopter parent” and the “millennial child.”   Otherwise known as Baby Boomers, 

helicopter parents are those who hover about their new millennial children attempting to 

make their lives prosperous and generally as unchallenging as possible. 
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All of the aforementioned factors are believed by educators, social scientists, and 

other researchers to contribute to attitudes that profoundly affect the ways that students 

relate to teachers and other figures of authority among those young people, referred to as 

millennial babies, or those children born during and after the early 1980s.  In the 

following sections, I will synthesize the research that suggests the idea that contemporary 

students feel a sense of individualism and entitlement spawned by current parenting and 

educational practices.  In addition, I will provide research dealing with Generation X and 

Generation M (known as the Media Generation) that illustrate beliefs held about the 

students who took part in my study and ostensibly the students that we are likely to see in 

our classrooms for several years to come.  It is not my intention to stereotype an entire 

generation of students, but rather to shed light on the possible ways that contemporary 

students perceive our feedback in the form of written commentary.   

As with the previous chapters, I provide examples from my own study that 

illustrate the paradigm through which I am examining student response to teacher 

commentary.   Because there are stereotypes attributed to many generations, the WWII 

generation, for example, and more recently, the Baby Boomers it is necessary to point out 

the obvious.   Not every member, or perhaps even most members, of a generation share 

similar attributes, but they often share similar lifetime experiences that shape the ways 

they perceive of and interact with their worlds.  It is for this reason I present the 

following paradigms for viewing student reaction to teacher commentary. 
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Helicopter Parents, Millennial Offspring, and Contemporary Education  

 Coined by Ned Zeman in Newsweek, in September of 1991, a “helicopter parent” 

is defined as a “nosy grown-up who’s always hovering around.  Quick to offer a teacher 

unwanted help”  (“Buzzwords”).  Their children, millennial babies, are described as those 

children who, when the first “wave was born in the early 1980s, ‘Baby on Board’ signs 

began popping up on minivans,” and who were “buckled into child-safety seats, fitted 

with bike helmets, carpooled to numerous after-school activities and hovered over…” 

(O’Briant, “Millennials:  The Next Generation” 12).  While these baby boomer parents 

are no doubt well intended, numerous studies and examples of anecdotal evidence are 

proving that these hovering practices are damaging to children and affect their abilities in 

numerous life skill areas, not least of which is education.  Many experts believe that 

hovering parents treat millennial children so cautiously that they become incapable later 

in life of accepting criticism, constructive or otherwise.  Felix Carroll in his article “No 

Escape From ‘Helicopter Parents’” admonishes parents: 

You’re a baby boomer, right?  OK, then.  Listen up, because this is what 

they’re saying about you:  You’re too obsessed with your children.  You 

treat them like little princes and princesses. . .they’re your little 

Renaissance kids.  You shuttle them from soccer practice, to clarinet 

lessons, to karate, and – because they will be going to a great college—to 

SAT prep class. . .You’ve painstakingly planned their lives from their first 

play date to their first day of college. . .You inflate their egos.  You give 

them graduation ceremonies even when it’s just from preschool.  You give 

them a trophy at the end of the season even when they lose. . .Yes, 
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helicopter parent, your intentions are good, but that rotor of yours is 

causing a din. (Albany Times Union 3). 

A September 2005 report on “60 Minutes,” entitled “Echo Boomers,” discussed how 

these millennial children, also known as “echo boomers,” those children born to Baby 

Boomers between 1982 and 1995, are “over-managed” and “very pressured” and treated 

by their parents as pieces of “Baccarat crystal or something that could somehow shatter at 

any point” (qtd. in “No Escape”).  Certainly anyone who has taught in public schools in 

recent years has experienced this kind of attitude with respect to students and their 

parents and very likely can relate to Samuels’ frustration with a hovering parent in the 

opening scenario.   

Perhaps not surprisingly, these behaviors and attitudes have infiltrated into 

college level courses as well and are taking a definite toll.  CollegeBoard.com, an online 

website intended to aid parents in readying their students for college warns parents that 

there are negative effects of helicopter parenting and that no matter the motive, the results 

of “hovering” are negative for everyone involved.  The website’s homepage, titled “How 

Not to be a Helicopter Parent,” warns that hovering can cause “children’s growth [to be] 

stunted” and furthermore points out that, “numerous students are arriving at college 

without basic social and survival skills. . .they lack knowledge about how to negotiate for 

what they need. . .and to solve their own problems [because] parents are always ready to 

step in” (http://www.collegeboard.com).  Obviously this is sage advice, but the irony 

should not be lost in that this is a website intended for parents to, yes, help students to 

prepare for college, with such links as “Homesickness:  How to Help Your Child,” 

“Preparing for Your Child’s Move to College,” and finally, “Ten Ways to Help Your 
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Child Become Self-Reliant,” the last being a possibility that doesn’t seem terribly likely 

given all of the other links on the website.  

One wonders how all of this helicopter parenting might manifest itself in the first-

year composition course.  First-year writing instructor at the University of West Georgia, 

Jeff Cebulski, complains on his personal blog that instructors at his university have to 

“publish the standards by which instructors are to grade and the goals for each class.”  In 

addition, “each instructor’s syllabus is observed” for standardization and all of the 

instructors are made to share the same text and same handbook,” a movement he claims 

is “given its energy from the extension of parent-centered ‘concern’ from secondary 

schools into colleges and universities. . .[whereby] grades and [parental] determination 

are the focal points” (http://72.14.253.104).  Cebulski maintains, “[I] t used to be true that 

a professor’s ‘word’ on failure was enough; now that is not true.”  He goes on to say that 

“if administration can defend its instructors and deflect the encroachment of parents into 

the process by suggesting that all of its professors are ‘on the same page,’ then life in the 

classroom can go on relatively unimpeded by selective challenges from ‘the outside’” 

(emphasis in the original, http://72.14.253.104).  Finally, Professor Cebulski admits that 

he “still feel[s] free to teach from [his] strengths” but that even the measures his 

department takes to ensure standardization doesn’t “stop ‘helicopter parents’ from trying 

to intervene” (http://72.14.253.104/search).  Perhaps University of Virginia Professor of 

English, Mark Edmundson sums the situation up best.  In his oft cited essay “On the Uses 

of a Liberal Education:  As Lite Entertainment for Bored College Students,” Edmundson 

laments: 
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It’s my generation of parents who sheltered these students, kept them 

away from the hard knocks of everyday life, making them cautious and 

overfragile, who demanded that their teachers, from grade school on, 

flatter them endlessly so that the kids are shocked if their college 

professors don’t reflexively suck up to them. (203)  

While Cebulski and Edmundson don’t speak specifically about student response to 

teacher commentary, it is evident both believe parental involvement in sheltering their 

offspring and protecting them from any perceived hardships could certainly inform how 

students respond to teacher commentary as well.  As I show in subsequent sections, in my 

own examination of student perceptions of teacher commentary many students do appear 

to be overly fragile, defensive, and even completely unimpressed by teacher commentary 

on their essays.   

Samuels maintains that the stress on student evaluations in writing programs 

“alters the basic relationship between students and teachers” (“Teaching Generation X” 

39).  He maintains that while the “unstable nature of most writing positions creates a 

situation where the writing instructor must constantly monitor his or her interactions with 

students, the consumerist attitude of many ‘Generation X’ students produces an 

environment of entitlement and defensiveness on the part of the ‘consumers’ of higher 

education” (39).   

 In his book Generation X Goes to College:  An Eye-Opening Account of Teaching 

in Postmodern America, Peter Sacks explores this situation in which contemporary 

college students in the U.S. tend to “press a sense of entitlement that leads to a low 

tolerance for any type of criticism or negative feedback” (39-40).  Based on his own 
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student evaluations as well as over 150 surveys he designed and employed to elicit a 

better understanding of college students’ attitudes about education at the university level 

in a variety of different areas, Sacks remarks that these students, who have been raised by 

the entertainment industry, want their teachers not to play a role of constructive criticizer, 

but that of the “friendly entertainer” (Generation X 14).  Sacks contends that the moral 

relativism of postmodern culture encourages students to interpret many forms of 

commentary as negative, personal attacks on their individualism or their own personal 

writing style.  Indeed, one of Sacks’ students commented in his evaluations of a writing 

class Sacks had taught, “My last two papers have been destroyed with comments that are 

entirely your opinion” (36).  Like Samuel’s student and the student’s father, questioning 

the student’s opinion causes “outrage” among young people who feel they have a “right 

to their own opinions.”  Samuels suggests that the relativism is heightened in light of 

conflicting theories of composition and grammar that students encounter in high school 

and at the university (“Teaching Generation X” 40).  Indeed, students in my study 

exhibited frustration when teachers questioned their opinions, style, and arguments.  

Samuels explains the phenomena: 

While it is true that there are different theories of composition and that 

grammatical rules do change and vary, it is also true that students often 

cling to a relativistic belief system undermining most bases of conformity 

and authority.  Grade inflation is one unfortunate consequence, when 

writing teachers, who rightly fear that students who receive bad grades 

will give bad evaluations, inflate grades and steer away from any type of 
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critical commentary.  Once established, the culture of grade inflation 

habituates students to demand only positive feedback and high marks. (4) 

Samuels is right to be concerned about grade inflation.  Around the country, university 

instructors and administrators are worried about grade inflation in their writing and other 

courses.   

It can hardly be questioned that grade inflation is on the rise.  In a 2003 study 

involving 298,393 grades from 11, 503 courses from universities in Virginia, researchers 

found that A’s and A-minuses comprised 43 percent of all undergraduate grades awarded 

at William and Mary and 41 percent at the University of Virginia.  An additional 40 

percent fell in the B range at each school (“Grade Inflation at Virginia Universities”).  

Some argue that students today may be of a higher caliber than past generations, the 

announcement at Harvard that 51 percent of its letter grades were A’s prompted a change 

in the grading scale which took effect in 2003.  Religious professor at William and Mary 

since 1965, Dr. David L. Holmes relates that he knew he was “marching out of step,” 

because his grades were lower than his school’s average, and admits that he was “raised 

in the concept of tough love, but,” says “it’s tougher to show tough love these days” 

(http://hamptonroads.com/pilotonline).   Indeed, the percentage of A’s at both William 

and Mary and the University of Virginia have more than doubled since the spring of 1965 

when Professor Holmes began teaching in the system.  The increase in higher grades 

coupled with the process movement in composition studies and the urging by notable 

names like Elbow, Dragga, Daiker, and others in the field to employ positive commentary 

may have proliferated the use of more gentle or encouraging commentary on the part of 

teachers as well as the expectation of more positive commentary on the part of students.   
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Furthermore, the very nature of the composition class, with its relatively small class size 

and close working relationship with the teachers and the students may also lend itself to 

more gentle commentary and grading practices. 

Because of the small class sizes inherent to many writing classes some instructors 

report being more sensitive to their students’ feelings than might instructors be in other 

fields.  Furthermore, instructors report being concerned about how that sensitivity plays 

itself out in the classroom relationship.  Composition director at Old Dominion, Grant M. 

Jenkins, says, “You get to know the students, and it’s hard to be punitive about kids 

you’ve seen struggling all semester” (http://hamptonroads.com/pilotonline).  He goes on 

to say, “You tend to be less strict in your grading. I see that a lot, particularly in younger 

teachers” (http://hamptonroads.com/pilotonline).  Of course, often it is young teachers 

who are teaching our first-year composition courses.  Lamentations among professors 

concerning grading is being addressed, but it is interesting to consider the ways that 

teacher commentary on student essays might be analogous to grading.  Commentary, 

after all, is a form of feedback that impacts students’ beliefs about their teachers, 

themselves, and their abilities. 

The kinds of feedback we provide may well be influenced by the student 

evaluations students provide at the end of the semester.  Writing teacher, Adam S. 

Potkay, points out, “It’s hard to imagine the pressure to get good student evaluations not 

influencing grading”  (http://hamptonroads.com/pilotonline).  Might the same be said as 

true for “good” commentary?  Graduate students, adjuncts, and others without tenure are 

more likely to teach the first-year composition course and are, therefore, more likely to be 

reliant upon good student evaluations in order to keep their positions, receive recognition 
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among more established members of the department, and to get into other graduate 

schools and future jobs.  Perhaps another reason teachers might feel pressured to employ 

good grades or positive commentary on students’ essays is expressed by Professor Louis 

A. Bloomfield who claims, “I get so browbeaten by students who insist that they deserve 

more points on some questions that I sometimes give in” 

(http://hamptonroads.com/pilotonline).  It seems likely that first-year composition 

students are at least somewhat aware of the distinctions between full professors and lowly 

graduate instructors who teach composition courses.  Nancy Jolemore, a former part-time 

composition instructor at Old Dominion, says, “Part-timers have a more realistic idea of 

what those kids can and cannot do.  We’re in the trenches with them” 

(http://hamptonroads.com/pilotonline).  She expresses her philosophy of teaching writing, 

stating, “If I take off a point for every little error, it’s going to discourage students from 

writing and you want them to write” (http://hamptonroads.com/pilotonline).  Indeed, as 

we will see in the case scenarios provided in this chapter, students very often had 

negative emotive reactions to their teachers’ commentary and one cannot imagine those 

reactions influencing the ways that students perceived of their teachers.  It seems very 

likely that these negative perceptions influenced students’ evaluations of their teachers at 

the end of the semester. 

Samuels astutely points out that exacerbating this difficult situation in the 

composition classroom is the fact that writing classes are generally required; therefore, 

students may not necessarily want to be in the course in the first place, and the writing 

classes are not of personal interest to them.  In a society that lauds individualism and 

freedom of choice, he argues, this “universal requirement often places the teacher in the 
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difficult situation of winning over the discontented student” (40).   In his recollection of 

an interaction with a former student, Buffy, Samuels portrays perhaps an all too common 

picture of a student who is not interested in the writing course she has been required to 

take and willing only to do that which she feels the teacher wants her to do in order to 

receive a good grade.  While working with Buffy on a draft, Samuels noted that she was 

becoming distracted, looking around the room and basically anywhere except at the draft 

she was there to discuss.  When asked why she seemed to be so uninterested she told her 

teacher, “[f] irst of all this class is not a priority for me, and secondly, every teacher 

wants something different, so I don’t see why you just don’t tell me how to do it so I can 

do it” (“Teaching Generation X” 41).  Though a brazen response to Samuels’ question, it 

does belie some pervasive thinking among our first-year writing students.  Indeed, there 

were students in my study that commented in their journals that they only took this class 

because they had to as a requirement and others mentioned that the subject matter, 

literature, was of no real interest to them.  Many feel that they are forced to take the class 

and that every teacher wants something different.  As a result, many want specific 

feedback that tells them exactly what to do.   

In my own research, and also research conducted by Richard Straub, this was 

often the case.  Some students seem not to feel the ownership about their writing the 

conscientious writing teachers so want to give them, but instead are willing to change 

whatever the perceived problem may be to suit the desires of the teacher.  Therefore, 

ambiguous or open-ended commentary elicits anger and frustration among many 

students. 
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Generation X:  Who are they?  Why do they matter? 

 Young people comprising the demographic, Generation X, are those students we 

have had in our classrooms for the past several years; therefore, it is interesting to 

entertain the social attitudes these people harbor.  Born since the mid-1960s, the media 

has depicted this generation as largely white, middle-class, suburbanites, who have led 

lives of relative privilege.  The term Generation X, used by social scientists and more 

broadly in popular culture, is somewhat pejorative in nature and generally denotes a lack 

of seriousness about education, a disdain for authority, and a morally relativistic way of 

looking at the world.  This may explain why there were students in my study who 

consistently reported feeling apathetic about their teachers’ comments, while others 

seemed to resent all commentary, no matter how helpful or constructive.   While not all 

students reacted to commentary the same way, there were definitely identifiable trends.  

For example, approximately 26%, or approximately 21 students out of approximately 80 

students in my study reacted to about half of the commentary they received in negative 

ways, and approximately 18%, or 14 students responded to all of the commentary they 

received in negative ways.  Additionally, approximately 38% of the students reacted 

apathetically about the comments they received for nearly 50% of the comments they 

received with 15%, or 12 students consistently stating they didn’t care about any 

comment they received.  These data need to be considered in light of beliefs about the 

generation from which this student population emerged. 

While the constructs of the identity of Generation Xers are provocative, it is also 

somewhat limited.  Of course, not all young people are white, middle class, and 

suburbanites.  The term Generation X often doesn’t seem to encompass people of color, 
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minorities, and those with differing socio-economic backgrounds.  Admittedly, these 

limitations detract from the comprehensive nature of the term and also limit its use as a 

paradigm through which to view students’ attitudes about teacher commentary on their 

essays.  However, in my study the majority of the students were white, middle-class 

suburbanites, so it is necessary for me to consider this demographic here.  Furthermore, 

some scholars argue Generation X, as an identity is more comprehensive in scope than it 

is commonly portrayed. 

Admittedly, there are disagreements regarding the identity of Generation Xers.  

The progenitor of the term, Douglas Copeland, wrote the book, Generation X in 1991 and 

the media, comprised mainly of Baby Boomers, began to look at young people in a 

different light.  In “Reality Shreds Myths About Gen X,” Jennifer Jochim reports: 

The stereotypical definition given to Generation X by the media is one that 

leads society to believe that it is made up of frustrated, cynical, hopeless 

and unmotivated slackers who have McJobs, still live at home, wear 

grunge clothing and listen to alternative music while hanging out in coffee 

shops all day because they have nothing better to do. (Outpost 1) 

It is not my intention in this dissertation to propitiate a negative stereotype that clearly 

does not represent the many ambitious young people in this generation.  Sagely, it was 

Oscar Wilde who admonished that there is nothing so perilous as to promiscuously 

contradict people who are younger in age than oneself.   

And, it is also true that the very definition of Generation X is not entirely clear.  

Jochim explains that depending upon who is asked, Generation X is comprised of those 

born between 1965 and 1980, 1965 and 1975, 1961 and 1981, 1964 and 1979, or anyone 
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at all born since the mid-1960s (Outpost 2).   Copeland has said Generation X is not a 

chronological age at all but instead a way of “looking at the world” (“Defining Gen X 

TV” 2).  Many young people resent the label and many have gone to great lengths, via 

writing and documentaries, to dispel the negative “myths” surrounding the imposed 

epithet.  It is interesting to note that in an article intended to dispel such negative 

stereotypes, Jochim boldly declares, “Generation Xers are not afraid to challenge 

authority.  Unlike Baby Boomers who stuck it out at work even if they were unhappy, 

Gen Xers are very willing to pick up and leave a job that does not satisfy them” (Outpost 

2).  Perhaps it is this enthusiasm to challenge authority among this generation that 

Samuels finds disturbing in his classrooms. 

Social scientists caution that while there may be a great many commonalities 

germane to Gen Xers, not all deserve the negative reputation they seem to have earned.  

Rob Owen, author of Gen X TV: “The Brady Bunch to Melrose Place,” states that 

Generation X “should not be viewed as a ‘pejorative’ term and it’s not an inflexible 

definition,” but admits that the media stereotype is “white, middle-class kids who grew 

up in suburbia, went to college and are searching for a career but end up working at the 

Gap” (“Defining Gen X TV” 1).  Owen urges people to consider that Gen Xers are 

actually a very diverse group of individuals and that the commonality that they all share 

is the media (i.e., television and music) they encountered during their formative years.  

He maintains that although they are not the first group of Americans to grow up on TV, 

“Xers are the first group for whom TV served as a regularly scheduled baby-sitter” (2).  

He goes on to say that “Gen X was the first to experience MTV and the Fox network and 

they are an audience many advertisers are eager to reach.  Xers are the most media savvy 
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generation ever” (2).   And to what kind of media are they being exposed?  Media that 

some would contend is, as Sacks has stated, morally relativistic.  It is hardly arguable that 

this generation has been exposed to a great deal more sex, drugs, and other means of 

alternative lifestyles than previous generations.   

The question to be asked is whether this exposure to contemporary media is 

indeed the cause “for a low tolerance to any type of criticism or negative feedback”? 

(“Teaching Generation X” 39-40)  Certainly the negative responders in this study 

reported feeling negative when they felt their ideas or opinions had been called into 

question or if they felt the teacher didn’t like their ideas.  Are Sachs and Samuels right to 

argue that “the moral relativism of postmodern culture motivates students to interpret 

many forms of teacher commentary as personal attacks on the student’s particular style, 

and in the writing classroom, this sense of relativism is often heightened. . .”? (40) What 

is not in question is the substantial amount of exposure that young people have to media. 

 

Generation M:  The Media Generation 

The students in my study were approximately 18-to-20-years-old in 2001, the year 

my data was gathered, and so they were on the cusp of a new generation that has been 

labeled “Generation Media,” and therefore this “new” generation deserves attention.  It is 

also appropriate to address this new generation of students, as they are ostensibly the 

young people we will encounter in our first-year composition courses for at least the next 

couple of decades.  If these young people have been coddled by their parents, the 

education system, and prefer technology to homework as the research suggests, it is 
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necessary to consider how those influences affect student response to feedback from 

authority. 

In order to determine how much exposure young people have to media, 

researchers Victoria Rideout, Donald F. Roberts, and Ulla G. Foehr, reported on what 

they call “Generation M:  Media in the Lives of 8-18 Year-olds.” In the 2005 study 

sponsored by the Kaiser Family Foundation, the researchers sampled 2,032 third to 

twelfth graders in the U.S. (ages 8-18 years old), conducted via anonymously written 

questionnaires of about 40 minutes in length, which focused specifically on media use the 

prior day.  The study also included nearly 700 young people who completed a detailed 

seven-day diary of their media use in addition to the questionnaire.  While they were 

questioned about a variety of issues surrounding their media usage, the most telling 

question for the purposes of this dissertation is:  

 What relationships, if any, exist between their use of various media and  

  their relations with their parents, the they get, their overall contentedness,  

  and the amount of time they spend with other media and in  other activities 

  such as homework and exercise? (Kaiser Study 5)   

 As one might expect, the researchers report “[y] young people today live media-

saturated lives, spending nearly 6.5 hours a day with media” (6).  When the researchers 

accounted for the time young people spent exposing themselves to two forms of media 

(i.e. watching television while listening to music), they were exposed to over 8.5 hours 

media per day.  Watching TV and listening to music, they found, were far and away the 

preferred form of media in a typical day for 8-18-years-olds with 81% of the sample 

watching television daily and 74% listening to the radio.  The average 8-18-year-old 
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spent an average of 3 hours per day watching television, 55 minutes listening to the radio, 

but sadly, only 23 minutes reading books, 14 minutes reading magazines, and an abysmal 

6 minutes reading a newspaper.  Researchers also found that in a typical day, the 

percentage of 8-18-year-olds who watch television for more than an hour is 66% while 

the percentage of 8-18-year-olds reading a book is only 19% (8).  And although one 

might argue that not all young people have access to media outlets, which can be too 

expensive for some family incomes, 99% of the young people sampled in this study had a 

television in the home, 98% had access to CDs and tape players, and 97% had access to 

radios (9). 

 The Kaiser Foundation researchers also took into consideration the amount of 

time young people spent with other activities, such as “hanging out with parents,” 

participating in athletic activities, pursuing other hobbies, doing chores, and doing 

homework.  Interestingly, and perhaps contrary to expectations, those who spent the most 

time using media were also those who spent the most time with family, friends, chores, 

sports, and other interests.  In fact, those who were identified as the heaviest media users 

spent the most time with parents, involved in physical activity, pursing outside hobbies, 

and doing chores.  The only area that the heaviest media users spent less time pursuing 

was the category of homework (15).   It would appear that those who most enjoy media 

least enjoy homework more.  Furthermore, the researchers report that “[h] homework has 

also become a magnet for multi-tasking, with many young people failing to devote the 

kind of single-minded attention for which their teachers might hope” (23).   Reading 

teacher commentary requires attention to detail and is not the sort of homework related 

activity that is conducive to extra-curricular multi-tasking as it is an exercise in multi-
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tasking itself.  Students must seek out the commentary throughout their essays, identify 

what it is that the teacher is asking them to do, and then concentrate on the appropriate 

ways to comply.   Responding to teacher commentary may seem like a particularly 

arduous task for the one-third of the young people sampled who reported that they “either 

talk on the phone, instant message, watch TV, listen to music, or surf the Web for fun 

‘most of the time’ they’re doing homework. . .[a] another third say they do ‘some’ of the 

time” (23).  It seems rather unlikely that such a mundane and detail oriented activity as 

reading and responding to teacher commentary would inspire much invigoration among 

these media saturated young people.  Indeed as we will see in the examples from my own 

study, some students consistently showed little or no interest in responding to 

commentary at all. 

Finally, the Kaiser researchers found that those young people who are least 

content, determined by a “contentedness scale,” spend more time using media than their 

most highly contented peers and that those with the lowest grades spend more time 

playing video game and less time reading than those with the best grades.  While such 

data cannot conclude whether heavy media use contributes to a sense of discontentment 

and poor grades or vice versa, it seems possible, and even probable, that students who 

arrive at the university who have been heavy media users throughout the course of their 

lives have done less homework, less reading, and are more likely to seek entertainment 

than schoolwork.  Furthermore, those who are the heaviest media users and also the least 

content may well be more resentful of criticism in any form, constructive or otherwise, 

because they have been exposed to so much stimulation intended to entertain. 
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 To many of these young people, an imposed first-year writing course may seem 

anything but entertaining. Sacks identified a series of teacher characteristics—

entertaining, friendly and warm, easy grader, challenges students, accommodates 

individual learning styles and abilities, and demanding—which he then used when 

surveying 150 college students. Sacks found that students overwhelmingly (41%) chose 

“Entertaining” and (37%) chose “Friendly and warm” as the most desirable 

characteristics for a teacher to have (Generation X 55).  Perhaps even more strikingly, 

only 16% chose “Challenges students” as a quality they thought to be important in an 

instructor and 0% chose “Demanding” (55).  It seems quite possible that if students are 

seeking a first-year composition instructor who is also a friendly entertainer, doesn’t 

demand much from them, nor seeks to challenge them, they are likely to be disappointed.  

For that matter, comments themselves are hardly entertaining.  Clearly, comments 

represent demand and challenge, a demand to confront the teachers’ wishes and advice 

and a challenge to rectify their work, aspects Generation M students are not likely to 

appreciate. 

 

Student Reaction to Teacher Commentary 

In laying out the results of teacher reaction to student commentary in my own 

study, I did not survey students about their sense of entitlement with regard to their 

perceptions of teacher commentary or their feelings about their university experience as a 

whole.  In addition, I did not question students about their parents’ involvement in their 

lives, their sense of individualism, their appreciation for being required to take a first-

year writing class, nor their daily interactions with media.  Nonetheless, several students 
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in my study exhibited signs of what might be construed as typical Generation 

X/Generation M attitudes.  I provide these examples because they can illuminate the 

ways that some young people in our composition classes today perceive of teacher 

commentary.  The examples I provide have been chosen because they are typical in that 

they mirror beliefs about the ways that today’s generation are believed by many 

educators and social scientists to perceive feedback from authority figures, such as 

writing teachers at the college level.  It is important to examine student response through 

the lens of generational attitudes as it can inform teachers of writing about the ways in 

which their commentary may be perceived and is therefore, judicious information for 

writing teachers to have. 

 

Open-Ended Questions and a Right to One’s Opinion 

 As has already been addressed in chapter 1, since the dawn of the process 

movement in composition, much has been said about utilizing teacher commentary that is 

facilitative in nature.  Composition teachers have been encouraged by Knoblauch, 

Brannon, and others to use facilitative commentary, or commentary that is open-ended.  

The rationale for employing such commentary is that by asking students questions in the 

marginalia of their writing during the drafting stages, students will be encouraged to ask 

themselves questions about their writing that will inspire exploration, investigation, and 

more complicated meaning-making.  However well intended and useful such activities 

would be in aiding a student to revise his/her essay, students often do not respond to such 

commentary in positive ways.  Regularly, students in my study perceived open-ended 

questions as a means of questioning their authority over their texts that is, ironically, 
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antithetical from the inspiration for employing such commentary in the first place.  As 

Samuels, Stacks, and others have suggested, it may be that to contemporary first-year 

composition students, such facilitative commentary questioning their personal beliefs 

undermines their authority and angers them. 

 In one illustrative example of a student seeming to feel undermined by a 

facilitative question, the student had written in a literary analysis of Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein, “If we use cloning to prevent an animal from becoming extinct, then we 

would be stepping on the toes of nature.”  In the student’s draft, the instructor wrote the 

marginal facilitative comments, “Always?” and “In every case?”  Instead of perceiving 

these facilitative comments as impetuses for further exploration or consideration of his 

claim, the student recorded in his Response Journal Log, “The teacher disagrees with the 

thought in my sentence.”  When asked how the comment made him feel, he explained, 

“Frustrated because she doesn’t offer any alternatives to when cloning is good,” and 

furthermore, “It doesn’t matter anyway because it is my own point about cloning is a bad 

thing.  It shouldn’t matter if she agree [sic] with me or not.”  Like the scenario in the 

introduction of this chapter, the student feels undermined, even perturbed that the teacher 

is calling into question his personal beliefs.  When asked how he would describe the 

comment, the student responds, “Not constructive.”  Comments like these were not 

unusual.  Students didn’t appreciate having their ideas or writing called into question and 

their frustration was exacerbated when the teacher didn’t include alternative ways for the 

student to rectify the area in question.  If these students indeed feel a sense of entitlement, 

one of the ways that sense of entitlement manifested itself was in that they wanted the 

teacher to solve the problems in their writing for them.  In my study, when the teacher did 
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provide alternative word choices or provided feedback explaining step by step exactly 

what needed to be done to remedy the writing issue, students often reported that they felt 

“grateful,” “appreciative,” and “thankful” to the teacher, even stating that the 

commentary made them feel “happy.” 

Consistently, however, when teachers didn’t provide specific, directive 

commentary, students or seemed to questions their ideas, students reported frustration.  In 

a similar example to the aforementioned, another student also writing about Frankenstein 

had written the sentence, “Although, when Victor describes his creation of the monster he 

leaves out all the specific details, it seems apparent that Shelley had Walker’s theory of 

electricity in mind.”  Next to this sentence that had been underlined, the instructor wrote, 

“Where do you think ethics comes in?”  To this, the student responds in his journal, “Of 

course this comment just makes me think that [the teacher] wants me to talk about ethics 

when I’m really only interested in the scientific part.  I don’t want to write about the 

ethics part just because that is what he wants to hear about.”  When asked how the 

comment made him feel, the student wrote, “Like he just wants me to think like he does.”  

When asked to describe the comment the student wrote, “A borrowing comment because 

he wants me to borrow from his ideas.”  In both of the scenarios mentioned above, 

neither student seemed to ascertain what it was that the instructor wanted him or her to 

do.    

Though the teachers were attempting to prompt the students to complicate their 

claims and explore their arguments in greater depth, neither student (like others in my 

study), perceived the questions in such a manner.  Instead, the students saw the teacher as 

attempting, it would seem, to usurp his or her authority.  Interestingly, neither of the 
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students decided to revise based on the instructors’ formative, facilitative comments.  In 

fact, both of these students did what many other students did in this study; they deleted 

the sentences and in some cases the entire sections, about which they perceived they were 

being questioned.  It would appear that these students were either too perturbed with the 

teacher’s questioning to reconsider their writing and were genuinely offended that their 

claims had been questioned, or perhaps they were not willing to take the time to research 

and further explore the questions with which they had been presented.  Perhaps both.  It 

has been said about millennial students that while they have greater access to research 

than any other generation, they are less likely to do rigorous research and opt instead for 

saving time. Patricia Senn Breivik, chair of the National Forum on Information Literacy 

and past president of the Association of College and Research Libraries, argues that these 

Generation M students value time over reliability. 

 What is growing ever more obvious is that today's undergraduates are  

  generally far less prepared to do research than were students of earlier  

  generations, despite their familiarity with powerful new information- 

  gathering tools. They use computers to play games and send e-mails, and  

  in the same spirit they are satisfied with whatever "information" a quick  

  search produces. Research shows that students' major attraction to search  

  engines like Google is that they save time. A few minutes on the Internet  

  produces all the information the students believe they need for the next  

  day's assignment. (22) 
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Brievik’s views might explain why students were so likely to delete areas where students 

were asked to do further research and exploration to justify their opinions and claims.  

They may simply not have wanted to expend the time. 

Perhaps students who are a part of a consumer culture in which competitors 

attempt not to question their beliefs, but rather satiate that which they already desire and 

hold true, it becomes difficult for students to have their beliefs questioned.   The 

entertainment industry, largely geared toward young people, spends billions of dollars 

every year researching what young people want and how to individualize entertainment 

to square with their needs.  Education may be the final bastion in which young people’s 

desires and entertainment needs are not necessarily at the forefront of the mission and this 

may be a cause for consternation and frustration. 

 

Negative Reaction and Indifferent Reaction to Teacher Commentary 

While some students had very definite reactions to teacher commentary, others 

reported no emotional reaction to teacher commentary regardless how it was posed.  

When students perceived one form of commentary as negative, they often perceived all of 

the ensuing comments as negative as well.  Similarly, when students reported no emotive 

reaction to teacher commentary they also consistently did so.  Some students, apparently 

not even pleased with complimentary feedback, reported no emotive response 

consistently as well.  These findings reify my belief that there are general, identifiable 

trends among this generation. The examples of the four students in the next sections 

represent certain trends that were illustrative in this study of the kinds of attitudes one 

might expect among Generation Xers and Mers.   
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Case #1:  Travis 

 Some students reacted far more emotionally than those already mentioned to 

commentary employed by instructors.  As has been stated, approximately 26%, or 

approximately 21 students out of approximately 80 students in my study reacted to about 

half of the commentary they received in negative ways, and approximately 18%, or 14 

students responded to all of the commentary they received in negative ways and they did 

so consistently throughout the first and second essay.  The reasons for their anger 

sometimes varied, but the anger was generally of two types, internally directed and 

externally directed.  In other words, some students reported being angry with themselves 

while others directed the anger toward the teacher or the assignment itself.  As we saw in 

chapter 3, students were equally as likely to direct their anger internally as opposed to 

externally, and the reason appeared to be where their locus of control lay.  The negativity 

was often inspired, as we have seen, from facilitative or open-ended questions and 

confusion on the part of students.  Students did not appreciate being asked questions, and 

they did not appreciate not being provided with answers or quick-fix solutions suggesting 

how to remedy a particular area of their papers.  Anger also often arose when a student 

assumed he or she was being questioned about a particular idea or opinion.  Some 

students seemingly felt attacked by questioning commentary.  One student, Travis, is an 

illustrative example of the trend to direct anger externally and, indeed, like the other 18% 

of negative responders, he exhibited negative responses to every comment.   Therefore, 

his Response Log is worthy of considering in its entirety here. 

Like other negative responders, we see in Travis that from the very first comment 

he immediately exhibits the kind of anger that will mark all of his emotive responses 
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throughout the entire essay.  For example, next to the introductory paragraph of his 

literary analysis of Edgar Allen Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado,” the instructor writes, 

“You need to be sure to make this analysis yours,” to which “Travis” responds this 

comment makes him feel like, “She is trying to act like I didn’t do my best on this first 

draft.  She is trying to act like I didn’t do this paper.”  When asked how he would 

describe his teacher’s comment, Travis responds, “Rude and degrading.”  If it is true that 

some millennial young people, who have been coddled by helicopter parents, see 

anything other than obviously positive commentary as a negative, then Travis and others 

like him, certainly would seem to be such students. 

 In further transactions, from reading the teacher’s commentary and responding 

with regard to his reaction, Travis seems to become continually more upset.  Underlining 

his sentence, “He simply continues his descent into the catacombs in pursuit of 

Amontillado,” the teacher writes, “Be sure to quote this sentence if you used it from the 

criticism sources we used in class.”  Asked how this comment made him feel, Travis 

writes, “This comment made me feel mad.  She is telling me I plagiarized.  Beef that!  I 

didn’t.”  When asked to describe the comment, the student writes, simply, “She’s 

pathetic.”  As we have seen in chapter 3 in discussions of locus of control, this young 

man certainly exhibits the traits of one with an external locus of control.  His anger is 

focused on the teacher, as is his sense of responsibility for his perceived errors.  The 

students in my study who reacted in strongly negative ways to teacher commentary often 

placed the blame for their mistakes as well as their emotional responsibility for those 

mistakes squarely on the shoulders of the instructor.  Travis clearly thinks that these 

relatively benign comments are a direct attack on him personally instead of seeming them 
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as constructive.  It may also be that Travis genuinely believes he is employing his own 

ideas and that in fact they are plagiarized.  Diana Oblinger, author of “Understanding the 

New Students: Boomers, Gen-Xers, and Millenials” describes some general trends in 

Generation M’s “information-age mindsets.”  Oblinger maintains that Generation M 

students live in a world where the lines between consumption and creation are blurring: 

“In a file-sharing, cut-and-paste world, the distinctions between creator, owner, and 

consumer of information are fading. The operative assumption is often that if something 

is digital, it is everyone’s property” (Oblinger 41-42).  It may be that Travis is unable to 

distinguish between what belongs to him from an intellectual property mindset and what 

belongs to someone else. 

 Whatever the case, when negative responders reactive emotively to the first 

comment, this negativity continues throughout the entire commentary reading process.  In 

a comment to Travis with regard to his conclusion paragraph, the teacher asks, “How 

does all of this relate to the meaning of your thesis?”  Most writing teachers employ 

similar commentary frequently and most are probably not aware that certain students 

would react negatively to such a comment.  However, when Travis is asked how this 

comment made him feel, he writes, “She makes me horribly mad to put it in easy light 

terms.”  When asked how he would describe this comment, Travis responds, 

“GRRRRRR.”  In this response, Travis is forcefully rejecting a facilitative question, as 

we have seen with other students in this section.   At the same time he is enraged with a 

benign question, much like the ones many writing teachers employ every day.  If we can 

identify students like Travis early in the semester and communicate with those students 
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the motivation for our commenting, we would be much more likely to obviate such 

reactions and establish a constructive writing process.  

 

Case #2:  James 

 Other students appeared to have visceral reactions to teacher comments as well, 

though often their locus of control appeared to be more internal unlike the previous 

example.  In other words, they internalized the mistake as their own error and assigned 

blame to themselves for those errors.  What is particularly interesting about the next 

example is that the student, James, seems so terribly hurt by the comments his teacher 

employs on his essay, yet the comments seem so benign in intention.  Among negative 

responders, James’s internally directed anger is more indicative of the kinds of responses 

uncovered in my study.  It is curious as to whether James is exhibiting a personal trait or 

whether, as some might speculate, he is indicative of a millennial student who has been 

treated like a “Renaissance child,” a “prince,” and like “Baccarat crystal” by some 

hovering Baby Boomer parent all of his life.  Whatever the case, it is important for 

conscientious teachers of writing to realize that such young people exist and are very 

likely among the throngs that enter our composition courses year after year. 

 First-year student James serves as an example of a student who directs his anger 

inward in response to his teacher’s commentary and may be illustrative of a student who 

has not received much criticism in his educational past experiences.  About midway 

through James’s literary analysis on William Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily,” the 

instructor makes the marginal note, “You seem to be using a lot of quotations without 

providing much analysis.”  When asked how the comment makes him feel, James writes 
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in his Response Log, “This comment made me feel angry at myself because I knew I was 

doing that but I didn’t know what to do about it.”  Immediately, it is obvious how 

differently this student directs his anger.  In this instance, the student is upset about the 

teacher’s comment but because he feels it is somehow saying something negative about 

him, personally.   

 It has been suggested that Generation X and M students are particularly sensitive 

to teacher feedback and that anything they find to be negative is especially offensive to 

them.  James seems to typify such a student.  In the second comment, the teacher writes, 

“What do you think the values of the New South are?”  When asked how this facilitative 

comment made him feel, James writes, “This comment made me feel dumb because for 

some reason I thought about putting that in but I didn’t for some reason.”  We have to 

wonder if this is the young man, who as a child, as Felix Carroll suggested, was given a 

trophy at the end of every season even when he lost?  In a third painful interchange, the 

teacher writes a follow-up question, “Is this a value of the New South?”  When asked 

how this comment made him feel, James replies, “This comment made me so angry with 

myself.  I just keep asking myself why didn’t I write this or include it somewhere in the 

essay?”  As we have seen in chapter 2 in relation to self-efficacy and the damaging 

effects that teacher feedback can have on students, it is sad to watch as this young man 

becomes more and more angry with himself and continues to put himself down as a 

writer.  One can only wonder what his perception of such negative commentary is having 

on his self-efficacy as a writer.   

 The literature surround self-efficacy research suggests that self-efficacy can be 

diminished based on feedback from figures of authority.  Because James perceives each 
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comment he receives as a negative reflection of his ability as a writer, it is necessary to 

continue in explicating his reaction to his teacher’s commentary.  In the fourth and fifth 

comments on his essay, James seems to sink only further into self-loathing with relation 

to his writing.  In the fourth comment, the teacher writes, “You seem to be using the 

house as a metaphor without stating it.  Save your quotes for examples in the body of the 

essay.” James replies, “Of course this just makes me sick with myself because I should 

have known not to put quotations in the introduction.”  At this point James is reporting 

what could be construed as a physical or visceral reaction to commentary that seems very 

helpful and insightful from the perspective of a composition instructor but is clearly 

perceived in an entirely different light from a young man who may or may not have had 

much experience with constructive criticism throughout his life.  In the final blow, the 

teacher places a large question mark next to one of the student’s paragraphs.  In reaction 

to this symbol, James writes, “This comment made me feel like a cigarette butt beings 

[sic] squashed underneath a bum’s shoe.”  As has been stated, it is not possible to know 

whether this student’s potent reactions to his teacher’s commentary are indicative of his 

personality or psychological state, nor is it my intention to speculate.  What I do want to 

suggest, however, is that it seems possible that students from Generation X and M, who 

may not have received much in the way of constructive criticism, may find teacher 

commentary threatening and negative and it may affect their senses of self-efficacy.  

 

Case #3:  Samantha 

 It has been suggested that because first-year composition is a required course, 

students feel coerced into having to endure the class and may not be invested personally.  
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Furthermore, it has been suggested that because of a consumer driven education system, 

students (and their parents) are only out to get grades and less concerned with the subject 

matter at hand.  The following example, recounting the journal entries of a student named 

“Samantha,” bears mentioning because there were others like her among the students I 

studied.  As previously pointed out, approximately 38% of the students reacted 

apathetically about the comments they received for nearly 50% of the comments they 

received with 15%, or 12 students consistently reporting they didn’t care throughout the 

course of the first and second essay.  They reported blatantly that they “just didn’t care,” 

“only want[ed] a good grade on the essay,” and they questioned why they should care 

citing “it is just the teacher’s opinion anyway.”  Samantha is an example of a student who 

reported feeling no emotion whatsoever in light of any of her teacher’s comments on 

either the first or second paper, no matter whether such comments were directive, 

facilitative, praiseworthy, corrective, or otherwise.  It is clear nonetheless that Samantha 

and other non-emotive responders often understood the intentions of her teacher’s 

comments and revised accordingly.  Samantha seems inspired to read and react to her 

teacher’s comments for one reason and that is to earn an A and like others she is up-front 

about that motivation. 

 The fact that the non-emotive responders still made corrections even though they 

reported not caring about the emotive nature of the comment is somewhat curious.  They 

reported not being emotional affected by the comment but were seemingly very invested 

in the grade itself.  In other words, the final grade was for them much more important 

than the actual writing process.  For example, in the first comment, Samantha’s teacher 

circled the last sentence in one of her body paragraphs and made an arrow from the 
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circled sentence to the next to the top of the following paragraph.  Arguably this is not a 

very clear directive, but when asked what the comment meant, Samantha correctly and in 

a matter of fact way states, “I put the topic sentence in the previous paragraph thinking it 

was a transitional sentence.”  When asked how the comment made her feel, she replies, “I 

don’t have any feelings because I really don’t care.”  Asked how she would describe the 

comment, Samantha explains, “This is a structural comment.  It tells me where/how to 

put my sentences.”  Clearly, Samantha has an understanding of “teacherly” symbols, for 

example circled sentences and curvy arrows pointing to whatever needs attention.  And, 

she is also correct in stating that it is a structural comment intended to give direction.  For 

each of the comments about which Samantha was asked, it was obvious she had a clear 

understanding of the teacher’s intent and she revised appropriately each time based on the 

teacher’s comment.  What is interesting is that she reports no emotion, such as 

appreciation for the teacher’s help or annoyance for having been corrected, even though 

in the first example, for instance, she may have felt the transitional sentence would have 

been better off left where it had been.  When asked whether or not she chose to revise 

based on the comment and her reason for doing so, Samantha writes, “I revised this 

comment because I thought I would get a better grade.”  On their own, the comments, “I 

don’t have any feelings because I really don’t care,” and “I revised this comment because 

I thought I would get a better grade,” are not that striking and no doubt indicative of 

much student thinking with regard to responding to teacher commentary.  These students, 

perhaps because they aren’t as emotionally invested, are willing to change aspects of their 

essays even when they don’t agree with the teacher just to satisfy what they see as the 

requirements needed to attain a good grade. 
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What is interesting about Samantha’s responses is that she responds this way to 

every single comment she receives on both the first and second essay, much like the 

negative responders responded negatively to every comment.   In other words, each time 

Samantha was asked how she felt about a comment she reported, “I don’t have any 

feelings because I really don’t care,” and, “I revised this comment because I thought I 

would get a better grade.  It is possible that many more students felt this way than 

actually responded this way.  Although the students knew that their instructors would not 

see their Response Journal and Revision Logs until after final grades had been reported, 

and only then if they were interested, over 73% of the time students were solicited about 

their feelings with regard to a comment, they reported some kind of an emotive reaction.  

Some students reported that they felt positively, for example, about a comment and 

expressed that their positive emotional reaction was because they felt happy that they had 

done something well and other times their positive reaction was based on the fact that the 

teacher had been careful enough to identify a mistake for them.  Naturally, they were also 

being prompted to address their emotional status about each comment.  But it is still 

interesting that at least some students, like Samantha, based on their journals, seemed 

completely unemotional and motivated to revise based solely on the promise of what 

might earn a better grade.  Of course there may be other motivations as well.   

As Edmundson reminds us in “On the Uses of a Liberal Education:  Lite 

Entertainment for College Students,” the current generational style “isn’t simply derived 

from culture and environment.  It’s also about dollars.  Students worry that taking too 

many chances with their educations will sabotage their future prospects” (202).  For those 

who believe contemporary students are motivated only by awards or outcomes, 
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Samantha’s responses, and the responses of others like her, seem to express powerful 

evidence. 

 

Case #4:  Lee 

 If indeed our contemporary students have been so deluged by entertainment as 

well as positive stimuli from parents, coaches, teachers, and others, it seems likely that 

they have also become desensitized to positive forms of feedback.  In the following case 

scenario, that of Lee, we have a student, who like Samantha is one of the 15% who 

reports not feeling any emotion based on teacher commentary.  Lee’s case is somewhat 

different however in that he reports to caring because he views the positive feedback he 

receives as blasé at best and redundant and silly at worst.  Because many writing teachers 

encourage others in the field to conscientiously work on employing more positive 

commentary in our feedback, it is important to consider the reactions some students hold 

with regard to positive feedback.  It seems as if positive feedback is viewed as silly or as 

sycophantic praise, then we are doing an injustice to our students and to ourselves. 

 Just as we have seen in the cases of negative responders and apathetic responders, 

students who perceived praise as unnecessary also did so throughout the course of both 

essays.  While in the case of Lee, it just so happened that each of the five randomly 

marked comments were praiseful, with students like Lee, comments that were meant to 

be constructive were also perceived as being adulatory.  In the first example, Lee writes 

in his literary analysis of Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado,” “When a man comes to the 

realization that he is going to die and screams for his life, all that Montresor can do is 

scream louder to shut him up.”  The instructor underlines the sentence and makes note in 
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the margin, “Great!”  Asked how this comment makes him feel, Lee responds, “I have no 

feelings toward this comment because I take all praise in stride.”  Asked to describe the 

comment, Lee responds, “I would have to describe this comment as ‘Bland.’  I describe it 

this way because I have seen so much praise for my writing that it just doesn’t strike me 

anymore.”  As I discussed in chapter 1, praiseworthy commentary can be detrimental for 

some students if it is not precise enough.  Students become paralyzed because they don’t 

know why something they have done is good, and therefore are unaware of how to make 

something better.  As I also discussed in chapter 1, experts in educational and social 

psychology recommend that teachers identify specific areas to praise and explain what is 

so praiseworthy about those areas.  As we saw in chapter 3, if an individual perceives a 

trait about which they have been praised to be a fixed trait, they will believe that it cannot 

be improved upon and will become immobile.  On the other hand, if they are praised 

about a trait they do not believe is fixed, a specific trait in other words that may be 

malleable, they are more likely to try to improve upon such a trait in the future.  If it is 

true that this generation is more likely to have experienced praiseworthy feedback 

throughout their school years, it seems likely that such feedback would be received with 

as much gravity as previous generations. 

 Like the aforementioned examples, Lee continues in his attitudinal perceptions in 

light of subsequent comments.  In the second example, the instructor is more specific in 

her praise of Lee’s writing.  She states, “Lee, your language is fun—you use very nice, 

descriptive words.”  While this praiseworthy comment is more precise than the last, it 

still borderlines on being a fixed trait, suggesting that Lee is always capable of fun, 

descriptive language.  In response to this comment, Lee writes, “This comment I would 
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have to describe as ‘Flat’ because after years of seeing similar comments, I have no 

reaction.  It is also ‘Observant’ because the teacher is quite observant to notice my use of 

descriptive words.”  As has been noted, Mark Edmundson has worried that contemporary 

college students ensconced in a consumer driven education model expect “professors to 

suck up.”  In this latest response Lee seems to be congratulating the teacher for noticing 

his prowess as a writer and patronizingly, it could be said, congratulating her for it.  He 

almost seems to think that he is in the position of power, that it is the teacher’s job to 

adulate him.  When asked to respond to the instructor’s comment, “Great conclusion!” at 

the end of his last paragraph, Lee writes that he would describe this comment as, “‘Nice,’ 

but unneeded.  She added it anyway because she is trying so hard to let the writer know 

what he is doing is right.”  In his unabashed, and I would guess, innocent, arrogance, Lee 

seems to be aware “that the contemporary university’s relationship with students has 

donned a solicitous, nearly servile tone” (Edmundson, “On the Uses” 203).  He and other 

students like him, may become accustomed to positive feedback for everything they 

endeavor to do and based on what is known about praiseworthy feedback about perceived 

fixed traits, this may be very dangerous indeed. 

 

Conclusion 

 It must certainly be stated that there were students in this study, approximately 

half, who reported that comments teachers placed on their essays made them feel 

“happy,” “motivated, and “appreciative.”  Such students seemed to be genuinely grateful 

that their teachers had taken time to help them and suggest changes, mark mistakes, and 

generally interact with their essays. The evidence that my study wrought indicates to me 
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that while there are a great many students like the examples provided in this chapter, 

there are still others who seem motivated to engage with their writing, engage with their 

teachers’ commentary, and to revise as best they can given their understanding of the 

commentary provided.  Teacher lore is a powerful mechanism for communication and 

while we all know students who are unappreciative, unmotivated, seemingly spoiled, and 

entertainment deluged there are others who defy the reputation of their disinterested 

generation, just as countless numbers of people have defied the negative stereotypes of 

their generations before them.  Nonetheless, it is necessary to address potential pitfalls 

and trends among Generation X and M students so that as teachers we do them a service 

in their growth as writers and as individuals.  

The primary impetus for this study has been to acknowledge that while much has 

been written about the ways teachers should form written commentary on student papers, 

much investigation is needed as to why we should construct the kinds of commentary that 

we provide students.  Exploring how each of our students comes to us with a different 

psyche, a different locus of control, and different attitudinal perspectives should inform 

the way we see our students and also the way that we consider commenting on their 

essays.   

Writing for many is a very personal experience and our commentary can influence 

our students’ perceptions of their abilities and even determine how (and whether) they 

will pursue writing in the future.  While I realize that most teachers of writing are already 

overworked and underpaid, it bears noting that we have a responsibility to nurture our 

students’ writing, and furthermore, I would argue, their confidence in their abilities as 

writers.  In addition, we need to be aware that different students will perceive our 
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comments in different ways, often in ways that we have not intended.  Finally, if there are 

attitudinal shifts prevalent among our students, thanks to media influences in a 

technologically advancing world, then we should be aware of those shifts and be sensitive 

to them.  Understanding tenets of social and educational psychology and appreciating that 

we may well be dealing with a different demographic in the form of Generation X and M 

might very well influence the ways that we talk to our students about what our comments 

mean and the purpose they are intended to serve.  In the next and final chapter, I present 

some very commonsensical ideas for how to obviate misunderstandings between teachers 

and students as they manifest themselves in the production of teacher commentary and 

student response.   
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CHAPTER 5 

RESEARCH FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RESPONSE:  
PROPOSAL FOR A DIALOGICAL APPROACH 

 
  [R]esponding to student writing includes the entire range of support that  
  teachers, acting as coaches more than judges, can give their students.  The  
  result of such teaching will be students more ready to revise, more   
  willing to see writing as a form of critical thinking, more aware of   
  internalized assessment criteria, and more ready to be responsible for their  
  own learning. 
  
      --“Responding to Student Writing” 
       (Edward M. White, 1998) 
 
  There is no single best way to respond to student writing.  Different  
  teachers, assuming different styles and different classroom goals, can  
  make very different kinds of comments yet make them effectively.   
  Different students will find some kinds of response more or less useful  
  than others.  Nevertheless, some ways of responding are better than others, 
  and some kinds of responses it is hard to imagine being of any use at all. 
 
      --“Models of Response” 
       (Richard Straub, 2000) 
 
 As has my research shows, students perceive similar comments in different ways, 

which affects their ability to learn from the teacher and revise.  Some students enter the 

first-year composition course already convinced, for instance, that they are “good” 

writers or “poor” writers and these feelings manifested themselves in their journals and 

affected the way they perceived teacher commentary.  Other students exhibited an 

external locus of control, for example, that was no doubt a part of their psyches before 

beginning first-year composition.  It is likely that their teachers were unaware of that 

locus and also unaware of the way that locus influenced students’ writing and revision 

practices.  If Sacks, Samuels, and others are correct, writing teachers need to be aware of 

the ways that generational attitudes that come into play in their writing classrooms and 

how those attitudes affect students’ responses to their commentary.   
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 After having conducted the research for my study, I believe strongly that all three 

of the constructs I used to examine student response are frequently interrelated.  In other 

words, self-efficacy beliefs affect students’ locus of control and vice versa, and that 

generational attitudes affect locus of control.  For example, a student who feels poorly 

about him or herself as a writer is more likely to respond negatively to teacher feedback 

and that negative response may lead to a more external locus of control because the 

student may erroneously blame themselves for not being capable or blame the teacher out 

of sheer frustration.  Furthermore, I think it is difficult to ascertain whether generational 

attitudes influence student reactions or whether psychological states or past writing 

experiences are responsible.  I also believe it would be irresponsible to speculate.  All of 

these constructs working either independently or in tandem can be difficult to unravel.  

Perhaps it is beneficial just knowing these constructs exist and that they indeed influence 

student response to teacher commentary.  However, after having interrogated the findings 

from my research, I am convinced that teacher commentary without an accompanying 

dialogical model, which I present in a subsequent section, is not as effective as it could be 

and, in some cases, damaging.  In other words, teacher commentary, as it is often 

currently practiced, should be abandoned. 

 Should writing teachers consider utilizing the constructs I have presented in 

chapters 2, 3, and 4 for consideration in their commenting they will be faced with a host 

of questions.  In the case of students with low self-efficacy, for example, writing teachers 

might feel the need to be especially sensitive to those students and work to build their 

sense of efficacy in relation to their writing.  On the other hand, Generation X and M 

students who have purportedly been overly coddled by parents and educators in the past 
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may need to experience constructive feedback, even if that feedback is perceived as 

negative, in order to present such students with a more realistic picture of themselves as 

writers.  Then again, what should writing teachers do about students who come to the 

classroom with an external locus of control, for instance?  How do they identify those 

students early on and aid them in taking more initiative, more control over their own 

writing?  In the following three subsections (listed 1-3), I lay out a list of concrete 

findings from my study.  As analysis of these findings has already been addressed in the 

body of this dissertation, therefore, I do not intend further analysis here.  Rather, I 

incorporate implications for these findings in my suggestions for the dialogical approach 

I suggest in a subsequent section.  

 Many researchers and teachers of writing have already discovered ways that help 

students come to understand the intentions of teacher commentary.  Furthermore, these 

individuals have developed strategies intended to illuminate this rather mysterious 

process of student response to teacher commentary.  Such strategies are important 

because they address some of the problems that factors like student self-efficacy, locus of 

control, and generational attitudes present.  In this chapter, then, I will focus on dialogical 

models of working with students, ways to encourage growth among student writers, and 

how best to promote self-efficacy among student writers in order to obviate harms that 

can occur in student response to teacher commentary. 

 

#1 The Role Self-Efficacy in Student Response: Research Findings 

  While I did not administer a writing self-efficacy test to students in this study, 

their self-efficacy beliefs were often revealed in their journals when they spoke about 
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themselves as writers in positive and negative ways.35  Based on the research surrounding 

self-efficacy beliefs presented in chapter 1, I was able to determine the ways that self-

efficacy tenets manifested themselves in student writing.  Other trends, perhaps not 

directly related to self-efficacy, emerged as well.  Some of my findings mimicked those 

of Straub’s, and so will be discussed in the conjunction with my proposal for a dialogical 

model of teacher commentary.  Findings from my study are presented in the following 

list: 

(1) Not once did feedback perceived as positive encourage revision on the 

area of the paper where the positive feedback was provided. 

(2) Minimal, appropriate feedback that was perceived as positive inspired 

substantial, unprompted revision elsewhere in the essay. 

(3) Most of the time (87%), feedback that was perceived as negative 

inspired revision in the area of the essay where commentary was 

provided. 

(4) Even one comment that was perceived as negative served to 

substantially curtail unprompted revision elsewhere in the essay. 

(5) Some students habitually perceived all feedback as negative, even 

when it was designed to be constructive and benign. 

                                                
35 I would strongly recommend that researchers considering students’ self-efficacious 
beliefs about writing administer a writing self-efficacy measure prior to beginning 
research.  I had not anticipated that self-efficacy beliefs and behaviors would factor so 
heavily in my findings.  I intend to employ a self-efficacy measure prior to studying 
student response to teacher commentary in my future research.  While there are several 
self-efficacy scales from which to choose, I have included a commonly employed scale in 
Appendix D for teachers use. Graham, S., Schwartz, S., and MacArthur, C. Learning 
Disabled and Normally Achieving Students’ Knowledge of Writing and the Composing 
Process, Attitude toward Writing, and Self-Efficacy.  Journal of Learning Disabilities 26  
(1993):  237-249. 
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(6) When commentary was perceived as negative students often deleted 

the area in question, deleting words, sentences, and entire paragraphs. 

(7) On the rare occasion students revised after having received even one 

comment they perceived as negative, their revisions were far fewer 

and unsubstantial. 

(8) Students who did not react emotively to teacher commentary were 

more likely to revise on their own and did so more than 75% of the 

time and their revisions were more substantial than those of their 

emotive peers. 

(9) Negative responders frequently referred to themselves as “dumb” and 

put forth that they were “not smart enough” and that they had previous 

bad experiences with writing and English courses. 

(10) Males reported past failures with writing and English courses, while 

female students did not. 

(11) Males reported more anger toward both the teacher and themselves 

upon receiving commentary they perceived as negative. 

(12) Males were less affected by praise, often registering indifference, 

than were their female counterparts. 

(13) When students were confused about the meaning of a comment it 

affected their willingness to revise and their beliefs about their 

abilities to revise on their own. 
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(14) After receiving even one comment they perceived as positive, 

students reported feeling capable of revision in other areas of their 

papers. 

(15) Commentary that was perceived as positive, if that commentary was 

employed effusively, inspired little or no revision in other areas of the 

essay, even when they were prompted to do so. 

(16) Commentary that was perceived as positive appeared to increase 

students’ sense of self-efficacy and better writing occurred. 

(17) Commentary that was perceived as negative appeared to decrease 

students’ sense of self-efficacy and poorer writing occurred.  

 

#2 The Role of Locus of Control and Causal Attribution in Student Response: 

Research Findings 

 I did not employ a locus of control scale with students, as I did not anticipate 

locus of control factoring so heavily into my findings.36  However, as I began to codify 

students’ response to teacher commentary and to codify revision practices among 

students, I began to see trends indicative of internal and external locus of control emerge.  

Utilizing locus of control research in educational and cognitive psychology, my findings 

are as follows: 

(1) Approximately 75% of the students exhibited a mostly internal locus 

of control. 

                                                
36 I would recommend that future researchers employ a locus of control scale to students 
prior to studying students’ responses to teacher commentary and ensuing revision 
practices should the be interested in using this paradigm as a lens.  The most frequently 
employed and reliable scale is that of Levenson’s Locus of Control Scale (1973). 
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(2) Approximately 20-25% of students consistently reported either an 

internal or external locus of control, with approximately half of the 20-

25% being one or the other. 

(3) Students exhibiting an internal locus of control took ownership over 

their writing. 

(4) Students exhibiting an internal locus of control took personal 

responsibility for perceived errors and successes. 

(5) Students exhibiting an internal locus of control frequently employed 

the first person “I” and the possessive “my” when discussing their 

writing. 

(6) Students exhibiting an internal locus of control reported little or no 

emotion to commentary on their papers. 

(7) Students exhibiting an internal locus of control more frequently 

reported being thankful to the teacher for commentary on their essays 

than did their external counterparts. 

(8) Students exhibiting an internal locus of control exhibited a clear 

understanding of the intentions of their teachers’ comments. 

(9) Students exhibiting an internal locus of control provided thoughtful 

solutions for ways to fix perceived errors. 

(10) Students exhibiting an internal locus of control reported feeling 

capable of making revisions that would make their papers better. 

(11) Students exhibiting an internal locus of control reported revising 

for altruistic reasons as well as for their own benefit. 
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(12) Students exhibiting an internal locus of control revised frequently 

of their own volition and those revisions were often substantial. 

(13) Students exhibiting an internal locus of control frequently reported 

being concerned about how their readers would interpret their writing 

and considered those concerns in their revision practices. 

(14) Students exhibiting an external locus of control did not appear to 

take ownership over their writing. 

(15) Students exhibiting an external locus of control attributed their 

perceived successes and failures to the teacher or outside sources. 

(16) Students exhibiting an external locus of control reported revising 

for the teacher instead for themselves. 

(17) Students exhibiting an external locus of control infrequently 

employed the first person “I” or possessive “my” when discussing 

their writing. 

(18) Students exhibiting an external locus of control very rarely revised 

of their own volition and when they did the revisions were micro-level 

and unsubstantial. 

(19) Students exhibiting an external locus of control frequently reported 

emotive responses to teacher commentary, often in the forms of anger 

and frustration. 

(20) Externals often attributed their failures to lack of ability, even 

when the means to fix perceived errors was within their grasp. 
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(21) Students exhibiting an external locus of control often attributed 

perceived failures and successes to their relationship with the teacher 

rather than to their own efforts and abilities. 

(22) Students exhibiting an external locus of control frequently reported 

being confused by teacher commentary and also reported not knowing 

how to fix their papers as a result. 

(23) Students exhibiting an external locus of control rarely, if ever, took 

steps to seek help in remedying perceived problems. 

(24) Students exhibiting an external locus of control were either 

unmotivated or felt unable to explore ways to aid them when faced 

with confusion or challenges. 

 

#3 The Roles of Attitudes Inherent to Generation X and M in Student Response: 

Research Findings 

 As was the case with self-efficacy and locus of control, trends in attitudinal 

perceptions related to generation demographics emerged as I began to interrogate and 

codify my findings for this study.  The following list of findings is indicative of 

attitudinal beliefs believed by teachers and social scientists to be pervasive among 

students belonging to Generations X and M.37  

                                                
37 For those wishing to assess students’ attitudes about teachers, grades, studying, success 
at college, and responsibility for learning, see chapter 6 of Peter Sacks’ Generation X 
Goes to College:  An Eye-Opening Account of Teaching in Postmodern America. 
Chicago:  Open Court Press, 1996.  Those researchers interested in assessing students’ 
media consumption should see Victoria Rideout, Donald F. Roberts and Ulla G. Foehr’s 
Generation M:  Media in the Lives of 8-18 Year-olds:  Kaiser Family Foundation Study, 
Executive Summary, March 2005. 
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(1) Students often appreciated directive commentary that tells them 

exactly what to do to rectify an area of their papers that have been 

called into question. 

(2) Students often reported being appreciative of commentary that 

provides alternative suggestions for word choice, for example. 

(3) Students often reported being especially appreciative when teacher 

corrected their grammar for them or rewrote sentences for them. 

(4) Students reported being frustrated by open-ended, facilitative 

questions. 

(5) Students registered frustration when the teacher did not provide ways 

for them to ameliorate problem areas of their essays. 

(6) Students often reported being frustrated, even angry, by commentary 

that they felt questioned their ideas or opinions. 

(7) Students often reported their willingness to revise based on what the 

teacher wanted. 

(8) Many students, when they felt their ideas were being called into 

question, deleted entire sentences and paragraphs from their essays. 

(9) Students often reported their reasons for revising were based on the 

desire for a good grade. 

(10) Approximately 26%, or 21 students out of 80, perceived at least 

half of the commentary they received as negative. 

(11) Approximately 18%, or 14 students out of 80, perceived all of the 

commentary they received as negative.  
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(12) Approximately 38% of the students reported feeling apathetic 

about the comments they received for approximately 50% of the time. 

(13) Approximately 15%, or 12 students out of 80, consistently reported 

that they didn’t have any emotional reaction whatsoever to teacher 

commentary. 

(14) Having received one comment as negative, some students 

perceived all ensuing comments as negative as well. 

(15) Certain students reported being only concerned with their grades, 

not with improving their writing. 

(16) For some students praise, if perceived as effusive, significantly 

stifled their revision practices, both when prompted and not prompted. 

 

The Dialogical Model:  Talking to Students 

 Knoblauch, Brannon, and others have heralded the post-process practice of 

commenting on student essays as a move toward a more dialogical model of responding 

to students.  In other words, it has been suggested that the commentary that writing 

teachers provide to students during the drafting stages of their writing serves to 

encourage a sort of conversation, or dialogue, between students and teachers.  The 

commentary writing teachers provide in the marginalia of student essays is seen by many 

as a way to show students that their teachers are interacting with and engaging in their 

ideas.  For conscientious teachers of writing, commentary is an important tool for 

initiating give-and-take between writers and readers, letting the writers know that they 

have an actual audience who is responding to what they have written.  However, as 
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evinced by student journals, students do not always share this perception of give-and-

take.  Rather, students often see teacher commentary as a sort of one-way street wherein 

they receive the comments from the “boss” and go about trying to use the comments for 

revision purposes in order to make the boss happy.  Rarely do students return to us with 

their comments and discuss their meanings and intentions, even when they don’t know 

what the comments are intended to mean.   

 In many ways, responding to student writing through teacher commentary is an 

artificial medium for communication.  By way of analogy, we would never expect to pour 

out our hearts about some miserable ordeal in our lives, for instance, and have our friend 

respond by telling us about the strengths and weaknesses in the case we made for our 

unhappy lot and ourselves.  Instead, we would respond to our friend’s observations 

immediately, attempting to clarify our situations, ask more questions about how we might 

improve our strengths, avoid our weaknesses, and so on.  If our friend just walked away 

after giving us some brief suggestions and an assessment of how well we were doing so 

far with our situation, surely we would wrangle with what our friend meant, exactly.  We 

would want to explain, perhaps, how certain suggestions he or she offered wouldn’t work 

because we had already tried those suggestions and they failed, or we didn’t feel ready or 

competent enough to explore other avenues.  If our friend just walked away, we would be 

left questioning how to make his or her suggestions work.  We would be left trying to 

figure out how to recreate the positive ways we had handled the situation thus far and, 

perhaps, fearful that we didn’t have tools to rectify the ills we had already committed and 

how to avoid those ills in the future.  
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  Human communication is truly dialogical when a give and take occurs through 

language, through body movement, through eye contact.  Though many writing teachers 

employ commentary thoroughly, sensitively, and expertly, in the end it is not truly 

dialogical, but rather one-sided, two-dimensional, and top-down.  Straub is correct in 

pointing out that some commentary is effective for some students while other 

commentary proves ineffective (“Models” 7).  He is also right in his espousal that 

different teachers utilize different commenting styles for different purposes (7).  The 

problem is that due to the unique needs and perceptions of our students, we cannot be 

sure, unless we ask them, which comments work well for which students.  White suggests 

that teachers take on the role of a coach for our students that more genuinely places the 

onus of responsibility for writing on the backs of students.  A dialogical approach takes 

into account differences among students, teacher commenting styles, and serves to fulfill 

White’s call for teachers to act as coaches rather than judges (“Responding” 118). 

 As a result of this failure of communication between reader and writer, teacher 

commentary loses a great degree of its reciprocity and dialogical value.  Writing teachers 

need to be sure that students understand their comments, their meanings and their 

intentions, and the commentary’s potential for encouraging growth among student 

writers--not just for now but in the long run.  In order for teacher commentary to be truly 

dialogical, writing teachers need to encourage students to talk to them about their 

commentary, ask them questions about their commentary, and challenge them over their 

commentary.  If writing teachers truly want to reject styles of commentary “that take 

control over student texts” and, instead “adopt styles that allow students to retain greater 

responsibility over their writing,” then a more genuine dialogical approach must be 



 166 

adopted (Straub, “The Concept of Control” 223).  Talking to students about their 

commentary will enable teachers to gain a greater understanding of how students 

understand and utilize their commentary.  Samuels explains the importance of a 

dialogical approach toward working with students in order to help them, and teachers of 

writing, understand the ways teacher commentary works: 

  [The] dialogic approach is necessary because students often have   

  misleading notions regarding the ways that teachers grade and the exact  

  nature of individual assignments.  A dialogical approach thus helps the  

  teacher to see what the students knows and how the student is interpreting  

  the assignment and the general goals  of the wiring process.  In addition,  

  this type of conversation allows the teacher the opportunity to shift the  

  student’s attention away from the grade toward an emphasis on revision.   

  (Samuels, “Teaching Generation X”  46) 

Too often, “blanket” approaches to commenting on student essays have been suggested 

by writing teachers and researchers in the field.  Though such suggestions are often based 

on sound pedagogical theory and praxis, too often they don’t take into account the 

individuality among students and their unique needs, strengths, weaknesses.  The 

research findings in this study display the varying range of emotion, comprehension, and 

revision practices prevalent among students.  A blanket approach to commentary cannot 

possibly address all of the aforementioned issues.  Providing a forum for teachers and 

students to discuss commentary allows both students and teachers a more solid 

foundation of communication—a foundation teacher commentary alone cannot provide. 
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   There are many ways for writing teachers to provide a venue for students to talk 

to them about the commentary on their essays.  Writing teacher Glenn Sheldon illustrates 

his approach to providing a dialogical model with students aimed at discussing 

commentary: 

  When I return the in-class writing assignments, I ask students to consider  

  them momentarily and to respond to  them in class.  I ask them to write me 

  a short response to each of the content-based comments; this opportunity  

  for their reactions sends a clear signal to students that marginal comments  

  have value in the writing process.  The goal is to shift (however   

  temporarily) students’ emphasis from the grade to ways to improve their  

  writing and thinking skills . . .(“A Shared Journey” 49) 

All writing teachers know of at least one colleague, maybe him or herself, that waits until 

the end of the class period to return drafts with commentary.  They reason that their 

commentary, which may have taken hours to produce, is self-explanatory and that 

students will make of it what they will.  They figure that it is best to hand the drafts back 

at the end of the hour so that they are not bombarded with questions and complaints.  

Frankly, it is just easier done that way.  However, because students sometimes have 

“misleading notions” about commentary and may not be “interpreting the general goals 

of the writing process” correctly, it is necessary for students to have ample opportunity to 

engage with the commentary with the teacher present so that they may ask for 

clarification, or even argue a point of contention.  In this way, dialogue between teacher 

and student actually occurs and confusion and frustration, major obstacles among 
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students, are obviated.  This dialogic approach also allows for actual “teaching moments” 

to occur that otherwise might not. 

 Indeed, one of the most pervasive challenges faced by student writers was their 

inability to correctly interpret teacher commentary.  Frankly, I was astounded by how 

often students didn’t understand or misinterpret teacher commentary.  Often students 

simply couldn’t read their teachers’ writing due to hurried or poor penmanship.  

Naturally, this phenomenon led to frustration and confusion on the part of students and 

also led to revisions that were inappropriate.  Generally, there were two kinds of 

misunderstanding—either the student genuinely couldn’t read the teacher’s handwriting 

or the student, due to an unfamiliarity with writing assessment jargon, revision symbols 

and so on, misinterpreted what it was the teacher wanted him or her to do.  In the first 

case, that of not being able to read the teacher’s commentary, students more often than 

not did nothing.   

 It seems that, thanks to the non-dialogic approach of teacher commentary as it is 

often currently administered, students didn’t either feel motivated or comfortable asking 

the teachers what their commentary meant.  There was a third kind of misunderstanding 

as well that should be addressed, and that was a tendency among some students to imbue 

commentary with emotion, both positive and negative, when in fact, the commentary was 

designed merely to be constructive.  This third misunderstanding was often cause for 

confusion and frustration for students, as well. 

 As I shared my findings with writing teachers around the country, I came to learn 

that misunderstanding teacher commentary was not at all unique to the approximately 80 

students.  One professor shared that she required mini-writing assignments throughout the 
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course of the semester.  Every week or so she would assign and collect a new two to three 

page essay that was intended to summarize the reading for that particular week.  Even 

though her syllabus indicated that essays that didn’t meet the mark would receive a “+a,” 

which stood for “try again,” one young man, dismayed by his grade at the end of the 

semester, thought he was making an “A+” on every assignment.  Another writing teacher 

shared his story about one student who continually used sentence fragments in his 

writing.  The instructor dutifully wrote, “frag.” in the margins of the student’s essay 

attempting to alert him to the problem.  Finally, about mid-way through the semester the 

student remarked, “I never knew there were so many frogs in my writing.”  Brannon and 

Knoblauch cautioned teachers about using shorthand for grammatical errors, but perhaps 

this advice bears repeating again. 

 Confusion among students was also problematic.  For example, one of the 

instructors in employed the use of the letters, “R.O.” in the margins of his student’s 

papers whenever a sentence was particularly unwieldy or blatantly a run-on sentence.  In 

his Response Journal Log, the student, when asked to explain what he thought the 

comment meant wrote, “It means Right On!”  When asked how the comment made him 

feel, he reported, “Great.  It let’s me know I am on the right track!”  Needless to say, the 

student never discontinued using run-on sentences and, in the end, the student and his 

teacher missed a learning opportunity.  It is likely that the teacher will go on employing 

“R.O.” in the margins of his students’ papers and the student in question will not soon 

learn the error of his ways.  Obviously, many students are not familiar with the kinds of 

writing assessment jargon and revision symbols writing teachers commonly use.  
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Samuels explains this phenomenon in sharing a story about one of his own misguided 

students: 

  On the first draft of Buffy’s paper, I marked all of the mechanical errors  

  and indicated where the rules are explained in our style manual.    

  Nonetheless, her second draft reproduced all of the same mistakes.  When  

  I met with her again, I asked her why she did not make any of the   

  requested changes.  She responded by saying that the book was really  

  stupid because it didn’t explain anything and it was really boring.  The  

  books she was referring to is Diana Hacker’s A Writer’s Reference…I  

  made another shocking discovery.  I  started to ask my students   

  individually about independent clauses, coordinating conjunctions,  

  introductory clauses, and restrictive elements.  Virtually none of my  

  students understood these terms; thus, all of my comments on their papers  

  that referred to grammatical terms or Hacker’s book were useless.   

  (“Teaching Generation X” 41) 

Samuels admits that his students’ inability to understand Hacker’s book caused them to 

be angry and frustrated with him.  As was shown in chapter 1, students who were referred 

to the MLA style manual experienced similar frustrations, but often aimed the frustration 

at themselves.  The reader may recall Robert’s response when he was referred to look at 

the MLA book.  When asked how the comment made him feel, he replied, “Not smart.  I 

am to (sic) stupid to not know how to cite a book.”  Confusion clearly leads to frustration 

and whether it is directed at the teacher or at oneself, it needs to be avoided. Lest the 

student feel that our rules of grammar, mechanics, and standards are arbitrary, White 
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suggests that students work in student response groups in order impress upon them the 

importance of such considerations.  He points out students “may be used to hearing, and 

ignoring, teacher complaints about mechanics” but that when working in a dialogic group 

setting students are likely to hear their “friends say, ‘This is a mess; I just can’t read it’” 

(“Responding” 113-14).  White, an early advocate for student response groups and 

collaborative writing, goes on to elucidate on the merits of those practices: 

  As [students] explain their ideas and their evidence to a small group, they  

  often find themselves changing their  preliminary views; as they tell each  

  other why they like or don’t like in each other’s drafts, they are forced to  

  use the vocabulary of writing assessment in an active way. (“Responding”  

  113-14)  

This is good advice for two reasons.  For one thing it allows students to engage with their 

“real life” readers and allows the give and take that simply providing written feedback 

does not.  Secondly, it provides a secure environment where students learn to use the 

language inherent to writing assessment, thereby preventing misunderstanding when the 

teacher employs similar commentary. 

 Frustration and confusion not only affect a students’ sense of self-efficacy, they 

also affect the quality of students’ writing, a correlation that self-efficacy theory posits.   

My research shows that once frustration and confusion began, revision stopped.  Whether 

they felt themselves not efficacious enough to fix perceived errors, or whether they 

exhibited an external locus of control and were not motivated enough to seek outside 

assistance, students’ confusion invariably stifled revision.   
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 Unfortunately, when students did not understand what it was they needed to do to 

fix a particular area of their essays they left the area alone, deleted it entirely, or in some 

cases, attempted a miserable attempt at rectifying the area in question.  And as we also 

saw, revision was not only stifled for the area in question, but for other areas of the 

students’ papers as well.  The reader may recall that Robert, for example, reported that he 

did not continue to revise based on his teacher’s comment because he “did not fully 

understand the comment and what needed to be done” so “he didn’t want to look like an 

idiot.”  Confusion caused students to believe that they were ineffectual and incapable of 

understanding the comment.  This seemed to lower students’ sense of self-efficacy and, 

furthermore, caused them to be far less inclined to revise other areas of their essays on 

their own.   

 More troubling were the students who consistently misunderstood their teachers’ 

commentary.38   Based on what I observed among students, confusion often causes them 

to feel like they are “too dumb” and “not smart enough” to figure out what a particular 

comment means.  As was shown in chapter 1, these negative feelings caused students to 

feel non-efficacious about their abilities to write and to revise on their own.  One must 

wonder how damaging this confusion is to a student’s self-efficacy for those students 

who reported consistently being confused.  White reminds us that the “purpose of 

responding to and evaluating student writing ought to be the same as the purpose of the 

writing class:  to improve student writing” (“Responding to Student Writing” 103).  

However, if students are confused, and therefore not revising, writing is certain not to 

                                                
38 Students who consistently misunderstood teacher commentary were delineated by 
having reported being confused by the teacher’s commentary on all five randomly 
marked comments on each of two essays. 
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improve.  And if students don’t understand the comments that writing teachers diligently 

place on student papers the comments may actually impair student writing.  As is shown 

in self-efficacy theory, students who feel that they are incompetent, poor writers 

generally exhibit traits synonymous with poor writing. 

 Conscientious teachers who intuit that students don’t understand their comments 

have attempted to ameliorate their students’ confusion.  In order to remedy the confusion 

among his students, Samuels attempted to explain the basic rules of grammar in class but, 

not surprisingly, his students became resentful and found the subject matter boring.  In 

the end, he decided never to hand back a paper without meeting with each student and 

discussing with the student the meaning and value of his comments.  He claims the 

“dialogical model of commentary helps [him] to discover exactly what each individual 

student knows about grammatical and stylistic conventions” and that, furthermore, the 

dialogical model “helps to build a personal relationship with the students,” forcing them 

to think about his comments “by engaging in a conversation concerning their particular 

patterns of error” (“Teaching Generation X” 42).   By developing a personal relationship 

with students, it is also likely that Samuel’s alleviates stress students may feel about the 

nature of his comments.  Button explains the importance of establishing a personal 

relationship with students based on her experience using a dialogical approach to teacher 

commentary: 

  First is that if teaching faculty do not establish a personal relationship with 

  the students it proves difficult to motivate students to improve.  Teaching  

  faculty and students can develop a relationship through one-on-one  

  conferences, classroom dialog maintained in person or through   
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 technology, and personalized feedback on writing. (“Writing and Relationship” 

 58) 

Because of their personal relationship with Samuels, students no doubt feel more secure 

about asking questions of him and expressing their concerns.  A dialogic approach to 

commentary provides a venue for a personal relationship to become established.  And 

because low anxiety leads to higher levels of self-efficacy, it would seem that Samuel’s 

dialogic conversations with his student would prove very beneficial to students’ 

perceptions of their ability to write.  Based on the results of questionnaires distributed to 

classes of varying degrees of competence, Button explains this emphasis on having a 

relationship with one’s students.  Button writes, “Students can stand the bald truth about 

their writing, but prefer when it is delivered with kindness and by people they know to 

have their best interests at heart” (“Writing and Relationship” 58). 

 Samuel’s dialogic exchange is productive in other ways as well.  Whereas 

Sheldon suggests having his students write to him about the comments he places on their 

papers, thereby engaging in a written dialogue, Samuels advocates a verbal approach to 

the dialogic model.  On the day that drafts with commentary are to be returned to 

students, Samuels gives an in-class reading and writing assignment and asks students to 

come up one at a time so that he can spend five minutes discussing all of the comments 

that he placed on each of their papers.  For those students needing extra help, he allocates 

additional time outside of class.   

 While both Sheldon’s and Samuel’s approaches are better than just handing back 

papers laden with commentary and sending students home, it seems likely that Samuel’s 

most closely resembles an actual dialogic model.  His approach allows each student an 
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opportunity to ask questions and divulge any concerns that they may have.  In this way he 

is able to adjudicate whether students might be prone to particularly emotive, and 

therefore damaging, reactions to his commentary.  And, while Sheldon only has students 

respond to content area comments, which may obscure misunderstanding about micro-

level commentary, Samuels opts to discuss all commentary with his students.  

 There are certainly other ways to employ a more truly dialogic model in the use of 

teacher commentary.  Many teachers will only hand papers back to students at 

conferences where students have the opportunity to ask questions about comments they 

receive.  Writing teachers should use such opportunities as a chance to encourage 

students to ask questions, to ask students if they understand the commentary on their 

essays, how the commentary makes them feel, and what they plan to do in light of the 

commentary with which they have been provided.  One of the most important factors to 

consider in utilizing a dialogic commentary is that of timing.  It is necessary that the 

dialogue between teacher and student be established very early in the semester so that 

students’ self-efficacy, locus of control, and generational attitudes can be assessed and 

dealt with.  

 It was sometimes difficult in assessing the data I accrued to discern whether self-

efficacy beliefs, locus of control, or generational attitudes, or all three, were at work in 

influencing the ways that students perceived teacher commentary.  A survey Samuels 

employed with his students illustrates concretely the way that the three constructs I have 

chosen for analyzing student response seem to intermingle and inform one another.  For 

example, in order to assess the ways that his students perceived his feedback, Samuels 

administered a survey to his students questioning the way they felt about what he had 
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written on their papers.  He found that many of his students’ reactions “center[ed] on 

denial of personal responsibility” for perceived errors (“Teaching Generation X” 42).  

Students responded to his commentary stating, “I corrected everything you told me to, 

but I still got the same grade,” “You never told us that we had to use commas,” and “If 

you don’t understand what I am saying why does it matter how I say it?” 

 While Samuels sees this denial of personal responsibility as a result of social 

forces and influences, a social or educational psychologist might see such reactions as 

indicative of an external locus of control.  For instance, Samuels reports that his students 

“often blame past teachers, the current class, and technology for their own errors” (42).  

Clearly, the causes to which these students attributed their errors are all external forces, 

indicating an external locus of control among his students.  Samuels, however, claims his 

students’ “displacement of responsibility is a central aspect of postmodern culture” (42).  

Despite the generational divide, Samuels maintains, “it can be addressed through the 

dialogue that the teacher holds over the students’ reaction to the teacher’s commentary.  

Samuels claims that this technology and media saturated demographic relies on the 

accouterments of their generation; the cite their computers, printers, spell checkers, 

grammar checkers etc., as being responsible for their late papers and sloppy work.  

Samuels urges teachers to shift the responsibility (ergo, locus of control) on the students 

and let them know with no uncertainty that “these types of technological excuses will not 

be accepted” (42).  Writing teachers need to be aware of locus of control, generational 

influences, and self-efficacy theory in order to understand how those factors work 

together in shaping students’ perceptions. 
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 In my own courses, I begin the semester by talking to students about the kinds of 

comments I use, the reasons I use such comments, and what I want my comments to 

accomplish.  I also encourage students to tell me what kinds of comments have been 

effective for them in the past and what kinds of things they want me to look for in their 

writing.  This semester, for example, different students in my Advanced Composition 

class have asked me to look for surface-level problems like choppy sentences, to see if 

they are going in and out of present and past tense, to check for style that comes off as 

condescending and pretentious.  When I am at home or at the office commenting on my 

students essays I know, for example, that Ashley is concerned because she feels insecure 

about the rules of Standard English and that Heather is trying to find her voice in her 

writing again after years of work in journalism.  By asking my students what kinds of 

commentary they need from me, I can focus more keenly on their needs. 

 Another strategy I have found to be helpful is asking students to come to my 

office and observe while I comment on for the first time on their drafts.  As I am reading 

their essays aloud, they hear me stumble over different areas and they want to interject 

“Oh, that sounds really stupid doesn’t it?” or “Do you see the point I was trying to make 

there?”  I encourage them to interject.  I’ll ask them why they think what I have read 

aloud sounds stupid to them or we’ll discuss the point they were trying to make and how 

it works or how it doesn’t.  In that way we have an actual dialogue about their writing 

and my reading.  They can see how my mind is working and they can explain to me how 

theirs was working during the writing process.  They realize very early into the semester 

that my comments are not intended to attack them or belittle them but rather to help them 

to help themselves.  My students leave the meeting, I think, with a better understanding 
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of what it is I am doing and thinking when I comment on their papers even when they are 

not there to witness the act of my commenting.   

 Commentary that might otherwise offend, for instance “What are you thinking 

here?” has now been contextualized for students.  They understand that they are not 

under attack for their ideas (a problem frequently among Generation X and M), but that I 

genuinely want to know what they are thinking and that with some effort on their part 

they can more fully explain their ideas.  I believe when they realize they have the power 

to make their reader understand by way of more thorough explanation or by providing 

more substantive evidence, they are emboldened to revise on their own and to seek areas 

in their essays where additional explanation is necessary.  When students feel 

emboldened, self-efficacy becomes greater and locus of control becomes more internal. 

 Providing a forum for discussion about commentary, then, is crucial.  Like 

Samuels and Sheldon, I devote a day in class for discussion about commentary, though 

my method is somewhat different.  After passing back drafts replete with commentary, I 

ask students to take some time to study my commentary.  After a time, I ask them general 

questions at first such as, “Okay, folks.  Have I overwhelmed you?” as I tend to be a 

pretty prolific commenter.  I get a general feeling for how they receive my comments as a 

whole.  And though much has been written about not commenting too much as it may 

overwhelm students, my students generally report that they appreciate all of the 

commentary.  So far, not a single student has asked for less commentary—an interesting 

avenue for further exploration and research.  After asking some general questions of the 

class as a whole, I ask students to get together in groups of 2 or 3 and share their 

comments with each other.  They work together to interpret the comments on their own 
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and in their partners’ papers.  If they have questions, they can ask me as I am strolling 

about the room, watching them work.  After they feel they have interpreted comments 

correctly, they then work together to figure out how to solve the problem or to make their 

essays better.   

 Having students work together to understand comments proves very productive.  

White promotes collaborative writing and while he hasn’t suggested collaborative 

examination of teacher commentary, the following passage exemplifies why collaborative 

interrogation of teacher commentary proves fruitful: 

  In one sense, all writing is collaborative:  every writer needs some kind of  

  audience, some conversation, some reading, some responding.  The peer  

  groups that are now a part of many writing classes serve as sounding  

  boards for initial ideas, responders to drafts…The picture of the writer as a 

  solitary genius, holed up in an attic, emerging on occasions, waving a  

  manuscript that expresses his or her inner-self, has not been a useful one  

  for writing instruction. (“Responding to Student Writing” 114). 

As teacher commentary is usually executed, with the student receiving his or her paper, 

and then reading it and attempting to interpret it all the while “holed up in an attic” is not 

useful either.  This collaborative process of students working together to examine and 

interpret commentary inspires some excellent teaching moments as students will call me 

over and say, “You wrote on Kyle’s paper that he needs to work on PIE.  You wrote that 

on my paper, too.  Could you go over that again for us?  I think some of us forgot.”39  

                                                
39 PIE is an acronym commonly employed among writing instructors.  It is intended to 
serve as a reminder that writers need to make a [P]oint, [I]llustrate that point, and the 
[E]xplain how the paragraph supports the overall thesis statement. 
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Invariably students sitting nearby will overhear and say, “Yeah, yeah, will you go over 

that again?”  While it may seem monotonous or redundant to spend an entire period 

examining teacher commentary on student essays, I have found that students really 

appreciate it and it allows for some great discussions about writing conventions and craft.  

Students begin to see that the locus of control for their writing is their responsibility, not 

mine.  This is empowering for students because they are more likely to revise more 

consistently and more often on their own.  And, since I started this practice, I have found 

that student writing has improved greatly, making each batch of drafts throughout the 

semester easier to handle and less time consuming to mark. 

 I have come to believe that students have not had much in the way of experience 

with teacher commentary.  As I interrogated students’ journals, I was astonished by how 

many students didn’t understand their teachers’ commentary. Teaching a first-year 

writing course myself at the time of perusing student journals, I informally surveyed my 

own students about their comprehension concerning my comments on their essays.  Like 

Samuels, I was astonished how many were unfamiliar with the assessment language and 

symbols that I, like other writing teachers, commonly employ.  Students often harbor 

confusion about the commentary we place on their essays, whether facilitative, directive, 

or otherwise.  Additionally, symbols that were to me as basic as the paragraph symbol 

were like hieroglyphics to a great many of my students.  As a former public school 

teacher who once had in excess of 150 students in my classes any given semester, 

perhaps this revelation should not have been so surprising.  It is very likely that students 

in first-year composition classes have been in high school English classes as large as 30 

or more and that their overworked teachers provided only minimal commentary at most.  
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Needless to say, one-on-one conferencing and even group conferencing is nearly 

impossible given the number of students and time constraints of an average public school 

day.  I believe now that students come to college unprepared for the kinds of commentary 

they receive and perhaps the sheer amount of commentary they receive from their 

instructors.  

 It is of great importance that we assume students are not always familiar with the 

kinds of commentary we utilize, or the meaning inherent to it.  It may even be safe to 

assume that some are not familiar with even the concept of receiving commentary at all.  

Writing teacher Marilyn D. Button suggest that the dialogic approach is necessary 

because it opens up more avenues for learning than does tradition handwritten-only 

commentary and, furthermore it appeals to multiple intelligences.  Finally, she 

underscores Straub’s suggestion that we ask students how they perceive teacher 

commentary.  She explains: 

  When asked, students are willing to express ideas about their comment  

  preferences.  These ideas are critical to discussions of teacher commentary 

  effectiveness because teacher commentary needs to strike a   

  balance between students’ feelings and productiveness.  Many students,  

  for example, need to hear, rather than to read, about the direction their  

  writing should go.  They are what some specialists call “auditory   

  learners.”  To obtain good results, teachers are obliged to take account of  

  the will of such students.  So must teachers be attentive to the notion that  

  women are more inclined than men to clarify their thinking through  

  dialogue—that they learn best by talking through their problems, rather  
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  than listening to or reading about other peoples’ solutions.” (“Writing and  

  Relationship” 60-61) 

Like Straub has suggested, writing teachers would be sage to ask students from time to 

time how they feel about their comments, what helps them, what does not.  Asking 

students to respond to our commentary puts the onus on the student and, therefore, 

encourages their efficacy and promotes internalizing their locus of control.  Though 

White does not specifically mention locus of control, the theory is implicit in his advice: 

  The attitude we take in our comments is crucial…we must convey to  

  student writers that responsibility and ownership remain with them and  

  that they need to do more than merely respond to our comments.  We  

  ought not to assume the role of editor for the student…nor ought we to tell 

  the student what the paper should do.  We should rather express any  

  problems we have with the paper, point out the questions that the paper  

  raises in our minds, ask the writer to attempt to resolve these problems.   

  (“Responding to Student Writing” 111-12) 

Misunderstandings can be easily obviated if writing teachers simply take the time to talk 

to their students about the revision symbols and assessment language they employ.  It 

may be that writing teachers discontinue their use revision symbols entirely.  

Furthermore, by talking to their students about our comments writing teachers can 

express the intentions of their comments.  Finally, by talking with students about their 

comments, writing teachers provide a forum that allows students a chance to respond, 

question, and discuss, thereby inciting more feedback.    
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 Dialogic models like the ones presented in this chapter will likely prove beneficial 

for the teachers and students who engage with them in the classroom.  I have begun using 

the Response and Revision Journal Logs in my own classroom with great success.  At the 

time students respond to my comments on their first drafts of the first assignment, a mere 

three weeks into the semester, I am able to identify students who feel poorly about 

themselves as writers, those who exhibit an external locus of control, and those who have 

antagonistic feelings about authority.  I use the Response and Revision Journal logs to 

initiate a dialogue with my students at conferences and in the classroom.  I am honest 

with my students about how self-efficacy functions and ask them about their past 

experiences with English classes and writing assignments.  I explain locus of control to 

them and how it affects whether they feel responsible and in control of their own writing 

or whether they feel their writing successes, errors, and revisions are my responsibility 

and are under my control. Finally, I talk to all of my students about the attitudes and 

mores that are attributed to their generation by social scientists, the popular media, and 

the culture as a whole.  We have honest discussions about the ways they perceive 

authority figures, the mandated first-year course, and what they want to get out of a 

writing class.40  Some may argue that the dialogical approach to disseminating teacher 

commentary is too time consuming; however, as was shown by Sheldon and Samuels and 

my own versions, it can be employed in the conferences that many writing teachers 

                                                
40 I have included an attitude toward writing measure in Appendix C.  I would suggest 
that writing teachers consider employing such a scale with their students in order to 
ascertain students’ past experience, comfort level, and enjoyment (or not) with writing.  
Such a scale may serve to initiate a dialogue between teachers and students that would 
prove enlightening and may help to reveal whether students have internal or external 
locus of control, high or low self-efficacy, and generational attitudes that affect their 
perceptions of assigned writing and teacher feedback. 
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already hold, during office hours, and in the classroom, often just one day per unit.  In the 

long run, it actually saves time because students become much more adapt at talking to 

each other about their writing and providing feedback that more closely approximates our 

own.  After all, they have witnessed their writing teachers talking about commenting and 

they come to know the kinds of considerations that are important for good writing.  

Furthermore, they gain a much greater understanding of the comments we do provide and 

how to utilize that commentary.  In conclusion, they gain a greater understanding of 

themselves as writers.  This understanding emboldens students to revise on their own; 

therefore, they produce richer, more sophisticated, compositions with fewer errors--that 

take far less time to comment on. 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 For those curious about the ways that self-efficacy, locus of control, and 

generational attitudes affect student response to teacher feedback and ensuing revision 

practices, I would recommend that they employ scales measuring those constructs in their 

classrooms and in their research designs at the beginning of the semester or the beginning 

of the study, respectively.41  Employing such scales in the classroom, early into the 

semester, will help teachers to identify potential issues or problems before they have a 

chance to manifest themselves.  Employing such scales in research designs will help to 

focus the research and allow for codification of the results to speak directly to the tests, 

thereby obviating ambiguity in analysis of the data. 

                                                
41 I would suggest the Daly-Miller “The Empirical Development of an Instrument to 
Measure Writing Apprehension” (1975), the Levenson “Locus of Control Scale” (1973), 
and the Graham, S., Schwartz, S., and MacArthur “Writing Self-Efficacy Scale” (1993). 
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 In addition, I would suggest more research conducted exploring the ways that 

teachers come to student commentary.  The affective domain as it relates to responding to 

writing is naturally a two-way street.  Though this study has dealt with the ways that 

students perceive of teacher commentary affectively, consideration of the ways that 

teachers come to student writing needs to be addressed as well. Teachers’ personalities 

and psyches are unquestionably arbiters in their commentary style.  An interrogation of 

the ways that instructors’ self-efficacy with regard to their reading, their loci of control in 

relation to student learning, and their own generational mores, no doubt are highly 

influential in the ways that they read and respond to student writing and therefore 

warrants examination.   

 Finally, I would suggest that future researchers take into account more fully 

gender, ethnic, socio-economic, learning disabilities, and cultural factors. Such factors 

should be taken into consideration in light of the ways they may influence students’ self-

efficacy, locus of control, and generational attitudes.  As I have discussed throughout this 

dissertation, unfortunately much of the research surrounding these constructs has dealt 

with white, middle-class, “normal” learning students, and many among this group were 

males.  Much research that dealt with African-Americans and Hispanics and locus of 

control is antiquated and, therefore needs to be revisited.  More recent findings in South 

Africa suggest that culture and hierarchical positions within a society affect locus of 

control as well.  I have tried to show throughout this work that “blanket” approaches to 

teacher commentary are not effective, as each student is a unique, complex being, writing 

teachers need to consider such complexities as we employ commentary.  Therefore, all 

kinds of students need to be considered in light of what is known about the constructs 
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addressed in this study.  Indeed, I plan to investigate how different ethnicities and social 

groups, among the diverse population at the University of Hawai‘i, influence the 

constructs I have examined for this study.  If writing teachers are willing to consider self-

efficacy, locus of control, and generational attitudes for some students, they need to be 

willing to consider such constructs for all students; a dialogical approach to teacher 

commentary provides a solid foundation for those considerations.     
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APPENDIX A:  RESPONSE JOURNAL LOG 
 

Five comments/marks on your written draft have been numbered (1-5).   
In the spaces provided, answer the following questions for each numbered comment/mark. 

 I 
What do you 

understand this 
comment to mean? 

II 
How does this 

comment make you 
feel?  Why? 

III 
How would you 

describe/name this 
comment/mark?  Why 
have you chosen this 

description/name? 
Comment 

1 
 
 

   

Comment 
2 
 
 

   

Comment 
3 
 
 

   

Comment 
4 
 
 

   

Comment 
5 
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APPENDIX B, PART I:  REVISION JOURNAL LOG 
 

Look over the original five comments/marks on your working draft and  
compare them with your revisions on your final draft. 

In the spaces provided, answer the following questions for each numbered  
comment/mark. 

 I 
Page 

number/paragraph 
number of this 

revision in final 
draft. 

II 
Did you revise based on 

this comment? 
(Y or N) If yes, describe 
the changes made in your 
revision then continue to 
III.  If no, continue to III. 

III 
If yes to Question II, 

explain why you chose 
to revise this way. 

If no to Question II, 
explain why you 

decided no to revise. 
Comment 1 

 
 

   

Comment 2 
 
 

   

Comment 3 
 

 

   

Comment 4 
 

 

   

Comment 5 
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APPENDIX B, PART II:  REVISION JOURNAL LOG 
 

Examine your final draft for any revisions you made even though your instructor did 
 not mark them in your rough draft.   

In the spaces provided, answer the following questions concerning these revisions. 
 IV 

Page 
number/paragraph 

number of this 
revision. 

V 
What revision did 
you make? (Be as 

specific as 
possible.) 

VI 
Why did you 

make this 
revision? 

VII 
Why do 

you 
believe 

your 
instructor 

did not 
comment 
about this 
sentence/p
aragraph/s
ection in 

your 
rough 
draft? 

Revision 1 
 

 

    

Revision 2 
 
 

    

Revision 3 
 

 

    

Revision 4     

Revision 5 
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APPENDIX C:  ATTITUDES TOWARD WRITING SCALE42 
 
 

1. I like to write. 
 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 
 
2.  I would rather read than write. 
 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 
 
3.  I do writing of my own outside of school. 
 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 
 
4. I avoid writing whenever I can. 
 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 
 
5.  I would rather write than do math problems. 
 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 
 
6. Writing is a waste of time. 
 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree43 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
42 Source:  Graham, S., Schwartz, S., and MacArthur, C. “Learning Disabled and 
Normally Achieving Students’ Knowledge of Writing and the Composing Process, 
Attitude toward Writing, and Self-Efficacy.  Journal of Learning Disabilities, 26 (1993:  
237-249. 
 
43 Items 2, 4, and 6, are worded in a negative direction; to make the scoring systems 
similar on all items, change scores of 1 to 4 , 2 to 4, 4 to 2, and 5 to 1.  Permission to 
duplicate this instrument has been granted. 
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APPENDIX D:  WRITING SELF-EFFICACY SCALE44 

 
1.  When writing a paper, it is easy for me to get ideas. 

 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 
 

2.  When writing a paper, it is hard for me to organize my ideas. 
 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 

 
3.  When my class is asked to write a report, mine is one of the best. 

 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 

 
4.  When writing a paper, it is easy for me to get started. 

 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 

 
5.  When writing a paper, I find it easy to make all of the changes I need to make. 

 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 

 
6.  When writing a paper, I find it easy to make all of the changes I need to make. 

 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 

 
7. When my class is asked to write a story, mine is one of the best. 

 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 
 

8.  When writing a paper, it is hard for me to keep the paper going. 
 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 

 
9.  When my class is asked to write a book report, mine is one of the best. 

 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 

                                                
44 Source: Graham, S., Schwartz, S., and MacArthur, C. Learning Disabled and 
Normally Achieving Students’ Knowledge of Writing and the Composing Process, 
Attitude toward Writing, and Self-Efficacy.  Journal of Learning Disabilities 26  
(1993):  237-249. 
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10.  When writing a paper, it is hard for me to correct my mistakes.45   

 1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly Disagree Disagree  Unsure  Agree  Strongly Agree 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
45 Items 3, 7, and 9 measure efficacy in doing common writing assignments; all the 
rest of the items measure efficacy for carrying out specific writing processes.  Items 
2, 8, and 10 are worded in a negative direction; to make the scoring system similar on 
all items, change scores of 1 to 5, 2 to 4, 4 to 2, and 5 to 1.  Permission has been 
granted to reproduce these measures. 
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