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Grading Student Writing

(in Any Discipline)

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

Stage 1: Preparing

Prioritize higher - and lower -order concerns

Which skills are being evaluated?
I Understanding the material?
I Explaining concepts?
I Using thesis statements?
I Using disciplinary-specific presentation structures? (e.g. Lab Report)
I How high on this list is grammar?
High-stakes or Low-stakes? How much is the assignment worth?

(Hedengren p. 96)
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Stage 2: Reading
Analyzet he studentso thinking skills
Putdownyourpen! Donot respond unt i | you have read all t he way through the
essay and have figured out which problems are most important.
Read like essays together for a clearer perspective.
Has the student met the basic requirements for the assignment? (e.g., thesis-
driven argument, lab report structure, comparative approach)
How well has the student grasped the concepts and skills being evaluated?
Which problems are most significant?
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Grammar: point out only systematic problems; assume others are just typos.

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

Use e-mail or a cover letter to give feedback;
this approach helps you summarize the
general issues.

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

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

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?
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Give structured questions that force the
students to use the desired skills:

I Force athesis statement:n | s
republicanism more stable than
democracy?o

Il nstead of nNncompare e\
deci duous pilWhnatts ,aor ea sti
Important differences between
evergreens and deci

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

I N Y o u-Adyearlol brother wants to know
why the toilet water flushes in a circle.
Write him an email that explains the
reasons. O

I NA book review in t
Hemingway is over-rated. Write a
response that shows how influential
Hemi ngway has been. o

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

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

Beth Finch Hedengren, A T A0 s
Teaching Writing in All Disciplines
Bedford/ St. Mart.i
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