Evaluating Student Writing
Sharon Zuber, College of William and Mary
Begins with:
1.  Designing good assignments.

2.  Clarifying your grading criteria.

3.  Devoting class time to generating ideas and explaining the objectives of the assignment.

4.  Having students submit something to you early in the writing process (have students be the first readers of each other's drafts).

5.  Using group or individual conferences early in the writing process.

Tips for Writing Comments on Students' Papers

1.  Comment first on ideas and organization:  encourage students to solve global problems before turning to local problems.  Challenge writers to deepen and complicate their thought at a level appropriate to their intellectual development.

2.  Write end comments that reveal your interest in the students’ ideas.  Begin with a positive comment then make specific recommendations for improvement.

3.  Avoid over-commenting.  Resist the urge to circle every error.  Research suggests that students will improve more quickly if they are required to find and correct their own errors.  Put minimal comments on finished products that will not be revised.

4.  When marking for organization, use marginal comments to indicate places where structure becomes confusing.

· How does this paragraph fit with your thesis?

· What's the point of this section?

· Your introduction made me expect to hear about X next, but this is about Y.

5.  Note places where sentence-level problems cause genuine confusion (as opposed to annoyance).  

6.  If a student has made a substantial numbers of errors, either withhold or lower the grade until the student has re-edited the paper.  Students with severe sentence-level problems may need personal attention.

7.  If your class size permits, try alternatives to written comments such as one-on-one conferences, small group workshops, and audio tapes.

8.  Think of comments as ways to prompt revision as opposed to justifying a grade by pointing out errors.  

9.  Give students a chance to revise their papers.

10.  Make your comments legible. 

Don’t forget to recommend your college’s Writing Center!
