Ken Hicks’ Friendly Advice on:

Constructive Criticism
The only way to become an effective writer is to write. This often-repeated truism needs one minor caveat: the path to becoming an effective writer is made easier by accepting constructive criticism from your instructors. 

The emphasis here is on constructive. My minor role in teaching students how to better express themselves in essay form is to help make themselves clear and succinct in their writing. My marginal comments can seem cruel at times, but the intent behind the comments is to get students to think of their own writing in a critical light, which means not think of writing as an extension of their personalities (to be protected at all costs!), but as mere blocks of words that convey ideas, that can be moved around or scratched out entirely, to make way for new blocks of words that better express what they are trying to say. Your ideas are closer to your identity, and I am generally more respectful of them, but words on paper are there to be scrutinized, so be prepared!
I will make frequent marginal comments on essays that are assigned in my classes. Many of them will be self-explanatory, but some will be in the form of abbreviations. Understanding these short-hand notations will help students understand the problem I am attempting to point out to them.
Ack
Simply put, I find this sentence badly put together and confused.
Awk
I understand what you are trying to say, but your way of saying it is impeding my ability to follow your argument.

Frag
That means that there are grammatical problems with your sentence (e.g. sentence fragment) that leads to an incomplete understanding of the thought you are attempting to convey.
Good
This means I think you are raising a good point, or that your grammar is good, or both. Generally, the more ‘good’ comments you see in the margins, the better I like your essay.
Gram
There is some manner of grammatical error (e.g. subject-verb agreement) that impairs a reader’s understanding, or raises doubt over the writer’s competence.
Huh?
A mild way of conveying confusion over a statement’s meaning.

More
You have made a good or appropriate observation that requires additional discussion.
No!
That means I think you are wrong, either in your facts or your conclusion.
OK
That usually means that I may have spotted what I thought was a problem, but that got resolved latter in the essay.
Ref?
You are making a statement that I think requires documentation, and you have not provided a reference. That is not good, and is one of the mistakes I penalize the most.

Sp(?)
If I know that a word is misspelled I won’t use a question mark. If I think that the spelling is dubious and am not in a position to check it I’ll use a question mark.
Ugh!
Most often, this means that what you are saying is either hyperbolic (exaggerated) or trite, or so repetitive that it hurts me to read it.

Unclear
Pretty self-explanatory, isn’t it? You are not making yourself understood to the reader.
What the…?
Means I find your statement either deeply confusing or simply wrong-headed.
Why?
This marginal question means that you have made a statement that I believe requires explanation, but no explanation is offered.

Yuk!
Similar to ‘ack’ and ‘ugh’, it generally means that I don’t like something about your grammar, punctuation, or the idea you are attempting to convey.
?
A simple question mark indicates that I am unsure of what you are attempting to say.

?!
This means that I find what you are saying understandable but deeply offensive, improvable, tendentious, or otherwise shocking to conventional sentiments.

*
Usually goes at the end of a sentence, and indicates that somewhere on that text I will be making an extended comment discussing the content of that sentence.

