
Grading Student Writing

(in Any Discipline)

Stage 1: Preparing

Prioritize higher - and lower -order concerns
Å Which skills are being evaluated? 

ï Understanding the material?

ï Explaining concepts?

ï Using thesis statements?

ï Using disciplinary-specific presentation structures? (e.g. Lab Report)

ï How high on this list is grammar?

Å High-stakes or Low-stakes? How much is the assignment worth?  

Å Draft or Final Product? If itôs a draft, which problems are they least likely to 
catch on their own? If itôs the final product, are they allowed a rewrite?

Å In-class or Take-home? Did students have time to proofread, revise, etc.?

Stage 2: Reading

Analyze the studentsô thinking skills
Å Put down your pen! Donôt respond until you have read all the way through the 

essay and have figured out which problems are most important.

Å Read like essays together for a clearer perspective.

Å Has the student met the basic requirements for the assignment? (e.g., thesis-
driven argument, lab report structure, comparative approach)

Å How well has the student grasped the concepts and skills being evaluated?

Å Which problems are most significant?

ï Understanding the material?

ï Organizing the evidence?

ï Creating logical arguments?

Å Which grammar problems are most consistent?

Stage 3: Responding

Be Concise in your comments
Å Aim for 3 Comments per Page:  students canôt process more than this. 

Å Point Out the Positives.

Å Start with Higher Order Concerns.

Å Donôt Mix Vertical and Horizontal Comments:  students canôt decipher which is 
more important.

Å Be Specific:  instead of writing ñawk,ò clarify where and what is awkward.

Å Respond As a Reader:  e.g., ñI had trouble following your argument hereò
instead of ñconfusingò; ñWhat if I disagree with this claim?òinstead of ñwrong.ò 

Å Suggest Ways to Improve:  e.g., ñOpen all your paragraphs with this type of 
statement.ò

Å Grammar:  point out only systematic problems; assume others are just typos.

Å Do No Harm! Students will trust your comments more if they feel you respect 
them and treat them (and their writing) fairly.

Tips for Faster Grading
Å Use e-mail or a cover letter to give feedback; 

this approach helps you summarize the 
general issues.

Å Set a time limit for each essay (e.g. 10 
minutes)ðuse a timer if necessary.

Å Too many problems to name  in 10 minutes? 
Tell the student to make an appointment with 
you.

Å Respond to common problems in class or in 
group conferences; this approach helps you 
avoid writing the same comments on every 
paper.

Writing Your Own Questions?
Å Give structured questions that force the 

students to use the desired skills:  

ïForce a thesis statement: ñIs 
republicanism more stable than 
democracy?ò

ïInstead of ñcompare evergreens and 
deciduous plants,ò ask, ñWhat are three 
important differences between 
evergreens and deciduous plants?ò

Å Create contexts for the assignments:  to 
whom might the students explain the 
material?

ïñYour 15-year-old brother wants to know 
why the toilet water flushes in a circle. 
Write him an email that explains the 
reasons.ò

ïñA book review in the paper says that 
Hemingway is over-rated. Write a 
response that shows how influential 
Hemingway has been.ò

Å Avoid sub-lists of things for the students to 
consider:  students tend to treat these as 
check-lists rather than as prompts for 
thinking, and their writing loses flow.

Further Info:

Å The Writing Intensive Program at UGA: 
www.wip.uga.edu

Å John C. Bean, Engaging Ideas , Jossey-
Bass 2001.

Å Beth Finch Hedengren, A TAôs Guide to 
Teaching Writing in All Disciplines , 
Bedford/St. Martinôs 2004.

More Appropriate
ÅHighest-order concerns are 

the focus.

ÅPraise is given where 

appropriate.

ÅComments are specific, 

suggest strategies and invite 

the student to meet with you 

for more help.

ÅSystemic grammar problems 

are marked without distracting 

from the bigger problems.

Confusing
ÅHigher and Lower-order 

comments are mixed.

ÅVertical and Horizontal 

comments are mixed.

ÅComments are not specific 

enough to be helpful.

Problem: How to be both effective and efficient.
1) Students think that editing/revision applies only to grammar and wording.

2) Students can process only a limited number of problems at a time.

3) You have too much to grade in too little time, on top of your other work.

Strategy: Pick Your Battles (Hedengren p. 96)

ñA grounding belief of the Writing Intensive Program is that students should write 

throughout their undergraduate careers, beginning with their First-year 

Composition experience and continuing into their upper-division courses within 

their majors. The programôs efforts to encourage more attention to writing in the 

disciplines are founded on the assumption that writing, thinking, and learning are 

inter-related cognitive abilities. A further assumption is that such cognitive 

abilities are inseparable from the disciplinary modes of coming-to-knowledge in 

any field.ò ~www.wip.uga.edu/wid_writing.htm 


