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Color-Coded Feedback

Because students are so much more responsive to colored visual cues and so immune to red ink that they associate with their own inadequacies, I have been developing (for several years) a way to help them see what needs revision in their papers. The development of the system was delayed for some time by my "perfectionist's flaw" - being unwilling to be caught in an uncorrectable error. I usually corrected in pencil because you can't erase red ink; then PaperMate invented erasable red ink! I couldn't figure how to erase Highlighter, though. Then one day I was at AAA getting a trip-plan; the clerk marking the map (with highlighter) said, "Oops, there's a better way than that." She pulled a little brown dropper bottle from her desk, dripped a fluid on the marking, and IT DISAPPEARED! I asked what the product was and where I could get it. She told me it was an old bottle in which she had put Clorox diluted with three parts water. Now my grading system could proceed; no one would see whether I changed my mind about a marking!

The system began with simply marking mechanical errors (punctuation and spelling) with pink highlighter and requiring the student to correct any error marked. This is fast, easy to do, and easy for me to see. The presence of "discussable" problems, such as diction choices, caused me to add the use of yellow to the system.

I have always had a problem with finding something positive to say about a paper's specific "good points", even though I recognize that such positive feedback is important to students. Meredith Kopald, an AP English teacher in New Mexico, gave me the key to the answer when she told of using check-marks as a "thumbs-up" approval mark for papers. I now make those marks with green highlighter. It is moving to note that the students' first reaction to papers handed back now is to look to see "if I got a green check"; it has become an important motivator, so I am not over-liberal with it.

The fact that this system is based on traffic light colors is no accident. They already understand this system.

This year, students had more trouble than usual in understanding the concept of supporting evidence and documentation in writing analysis of literature, so the system expanded again. I now use

pink to mark mechanical errors, 

yellow to mark diction flaws,

green checks to acknowledge an exceptionally well-made point,

orange to mark syntax flaws,

blue to highlight need for evidence or documentation,

purple to mark flaws in reasoning or logic.

I post a key to this system on the wall in my classroom. Students also have it in their class notebooks.

Students this year were strong in their recommendation that I continue to use the expanded system, because, they said, it made it so easy to see where they were "missing the boat" in their papers. It has also practically eliminated questions about why a paper did not receive a higher grade: it's "hard to argue with a rainbow"! 

Although the system seems time-consuming and awkward at first, it has significantly speeded up my grading and improved the students' response to my feedback to them. Since all I do is highlight the flaw without comment (except to distinguish Evid. from  Doc.), the students ask for clarification when they need it and get the individual "reteach" they need and I don't spend time writing comments that nobody reads. Careless errors are drawn to students' attention so they can correct without a reteach.

I got my bottles from the pharmacist (three for a dollar, empty) and keep one in my desk at school and one at home. Since chlorine evaporates from water, I add about 1/4 bottle of Clorox about once a month. I labelled the bottles in large red letters to prevent accidents. Labelling is especially important if you use a bottle which has held another product.

It helps to have a penholder that grips the caps of the highlighters, so that it is a simple matter to pick up and put down the right color quickly. Mine is a two-by-four block with holes drilled in it; another teacher made one from Pla-doh. A “Travel” version can be made with a Bulldog Clip or a folded card and rubber bands.

