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What This Book Is

When the subject of evaluating children’s writing comes up, teachers some-
times bristle, and when the word “grading” is introduced, some simply leave
the room. Evaluating Children’s Writing addresses this threatening—even pain-
ful—topic. It is about judging children’s progress in writing, and it is about ar-
riving at numbers or letters, checks and minuses, or smiling and frowning
faces, whatever icons teachers use to communicate degrees of success (or fail-
ure) to students. Evaluating Children’s Writing introduces and explains a wide
range of evaluation strategies used by classroom teachers to arrive at grades.
Samples of student writing accompany the instructions to illustrate the tech-
niques. An appendix of additional student writing is provided for readers who
wish to practice particular evaluation strategies.

But Evaluating Children’s Writing is more than just a catalog of grading op-
tions; it is a handbook with a point of view. At the same time that it offers reci-
pes for grading techniques, it also offers a philosophy of evaluating student
writing that encourages teachers to put grading into a communication context
and to analyze their own individual communication situations. It suggests
making choices among the many options for evaluation by determining the in-
structional purpose of the assignment and considering the advantages and dis-
advantages of the particular strategy.

Who This Book Is For

This book is for teachers interested in exploring options for evaluating
writing. It is for teachers who know how to grade one way but want to experi-
ment with other methods. It is for teachers who are uncomfortable with the
way they currently grade writing and for student teachers just learning to
grade. It is for teachers who want to add writing to their repertoire of teaching
tools but have been hesitant because they have wondered how to evaluate their
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students’ work. While this handbook is primarily aimed at elementary teachers,
the principles it lays out are appropriate to the evaluation of writing at any
level; therefore, some secondary teachers may find it helpful as well.

The Purpose of This Book

This book is about evaluation—the process which individual teachers use
to arrive at marks for their students. It is not about school-wide assessment of
writing or about state or national writing assessment. While most elementary
teachers are charged with teaching writing, very few teacher education pro-
grams include explicit instruction in grading writing. But evaluation is an im-
portant skill. Most schools require teachers to give grades, and society empha-
sizes fairness in grades. Instinctively, teachers know that writing is a complex
process, a process that requires mastery of context, content, form, and lan-
guage. However, evaluation is not instinctive.

Like most teachers of writing, I agree with Stephen and Susan Tchudi
(1991), “In our ideal world, student writing and other composing would al-
ways be ‘graded’ pass/fail, successful/unsuccessful, or credit/no credit” (p. 155).
Unfortunately, however, most of us do not inhabit “ideal world” schools. How-
ever much we might wish to evaluate our students’ writing as “successful/un-
successful,” we are literally forced to grade writing. Without explicit instruc-
tion in how to evaluate, most of us have taught ourselves to grade, haphazardly,
often simply duplicating the way we were graded as students. As with many
self-taught skills, learned by necessity rather than by design, evaluation is often
a frustrating process for both teachers and students.

The purpose of this book is to offer specific grading strategies and explicit
instructions for using them, to offer options so that we may be intentional
about our grading rather than haphazard. Evaluating Children’s Writing is
meant to be used with a group—in an in-service or in a class—but it can also be
used as a self-help, self-teaching handbook. It is meant to be used as a reference
for step-by-step procedures of grading techniques that can be used at different
times during the year. Evaluating Children’s Writing offers suggestions about
the craft of evaluation—guidelines for instructional objectives, for student au-
dience analysis, and for teacher self-analysis that help define communication
contexts. It also offers a catalog of techniques, options appropriate for a variety
of classroom environments. The art of grading—the ability to address the nu-
ances of particular situations by designing innovative hybrids—remains for the
individual teacher to master with years of experience.

The Design of the Book

Evaluating Children’s Writing is divided into three parts:

I. The Objectives of Evaluation

II. Evaluation Options

III. Using Evaluation as a Teaching Tool
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Part I is designed to help teachers identify teaching objectives for the writ-
ing assignments they make. Part II enumerates evaluation options (approaches
to grading, response strategies, management systems, evaluation styles) and
provides specific instructions for implementing these options. Part III puts
evaluation into a context larger than a single writing assignment. It raises ques-
tions about choosing from among the options and about using evaluation as a
teaching tool. It suggests methods by which teachers may teach themselves to
grade. Exercises throughout the book offer opportunities for practicing the dif-
ferent techniques, and the appendix provides samples of real student writing
that may be used for practice.

Where This Book Came From

For many years I directed a site of the National Writing Project at my uni-
versity. During the school year I worked with student teachers in a class we
called “Writing to Learn.” During the summers I worked with public school
teachers who came to campus for a five-week Summer Institute. Both groups
of teachers were enthusiastic about teaching writing, but at the end of our
time together, they invariably said, “O.K. Now—how do I grade my students’
writing?”

The first edition of this handbook resulted from my work to answer that
question. I discovered that there are many answers, and that each answer de-
pends (as does writing itself) on the context. In revising the book for the sec-
ond edition, I enlisted the help of Linda Ryan, a third-grade teacher I have
worked with for many years. Linda is known nationally for her workshops
sponsored by the Bureau of Education and Research and is currently Curricu-
lum and Testing Coordinator for the Prescott Unified School District in
Prescott, Arizona. Her help in bringing the text up-to-date, particularly the new
chapter on state standards and assessments, was invaluable.

What’s New in This Edition

Many of the issues we face when we evaluate student writing are constant
from year to year, as are many of the principles on which we design our prac-
tice. So, much of what I wrote about grading student papers ten years ago is still
applicable. However, the larger context in which we work to teach writing has
changed substantially with the advent of state standards and assessments. In
addition, my own thinking has continued to evolve as I have received input
from teachers and students who have used this book. And, of course, much has
been written in the last ten years about evaluating student writing. If you have
used this book in the past, you will discover new material in the second edition:

� A new chapter on state standards and assessments
� Updated references throughout the text
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� A reorganization of the chapter on approaches to grading
� Additions to the chapter on management systems
� Additions to the chapter on teaching yourself to grade
� Additions to the annotated bibliography

The Stance of This Book

I have taught writing at many levels (sixth grade through graduate school),
in many contexts for over thirty years; for fifteen or so of those years I was un-
comfortable with grading. So every time a new “answer” to evaluation came
down the pike, I jumped on the bandwagon, searching for the perfect grading
technique. Like Stephen Tchudi and the NCTE Committee on Alternatives to
Grading Student Writing (1997), I never found the perfect grading system, but
the search has taught me a lot about writing, about evaluating writing, about
my students, and about myself.

I believe that each of the evaluation methods included in this book has a
place in teaching writing: they are all different; they all work; none of them is
perfect. What we need as teachers of writing is intentionality in grading: we
need a smorgasbord of grading strategies from which to choose. We need the
ability to match grading techniques to teaching purposes. Grading is communi-
cation, and the “proper” grading strategy depends not on fads in the profession,
but on the particular teaching purpose of the lesson or the unit or the course it-
self. Successful grading resides not in the particular grading strategy, but in the
teacher’s decision making, not in the requirements of the grading form, but in
teaching purpose.

While I now teach writing from a strong process bias, I began teaching in
1971—before the paradigm shift occurred that Hairston described in 1982.
Therefore, I retain a certain tolerance for a product bias. I believe that neither a
process orientation nor a product orientation is sufficient by itself. Balance is
required. (Indeed, the profession is leaning this way: “process toward product”
is what we now hear.) Throughout this book, I refer to the “writing process,”
assuming that the reader knows this almost-jargon term. But in case this orien-
tation toward writing is unfamiliar to some, let me explain what I mean by it.
Very briefly, I mean the method that writers use to go from a blank sheet of pa-
per to a finished written product. The writing process is recursive and messy,
but when we pull out the themes that run through it for most writers, we find
prewriting (gathering ideas, thinking, organizing), drafting (putting words into
sentences and sentences into paragraphs), revising (rethinking ideas, adding,
deleting), editing (correcting mechanics), and publishing (sharing the finished
work with others).

But no matter the teaching bias, in order to evaluate writing with any de-
gree of satisfaction, first we have to ask ourselves, “What is my instructional
purpose for this assignment?” And then we have to ask not only which activity
will accomplish the purpose, but also which grading strategy will best accom-
plish the purpose. By putting grading into a communication context, we can
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make it an extension of our teaching. After all, we came into this profession to
be teachers, not to be graders.

Cautions to the Reader

Perhaps the biggest danger of writing a book about evaluation is that the very
existence of the book will put too much emphasis on grading writing. John
Harmon, in an article entitled “The Myth of Measurable Improvement,” advises
teachers not to evaluate on day-to-day growth. He asserts that growth in writing
is slow and that evaluation is meaningless unless sufficient time has elapsed to al-
low for growth. He compares young writers to young plants: if we check their
growth every day, we will surely be discouraged! I agree with Harmon. I intend
the strategies in this book to be used after enough time has passed to allow for
growth and only when grades are necessary. Not every piece of writing needs to be
graded. In fact, when writing is used as a learning tool, it should probably not be
graded. And even when students write for the purpose of learning to write, I do
not believe that their efforts should be graded on every characteristic presented
here. For example, not every piece of writing will be taken through all the stages
of the writing process; many will stop after a first draft or even after prewriting.
So, not every piece of writing should be graded as if it were a finished product.
Further, I believe very strongly that emergent writers should not be graded at all;
instead they should be encouraged to write more, to take ever-increasing risks in
an environment safe from grades. I hope this book will be a tool for teachers to
use in situations in which they find grades either useful or necessary. I hope it
will not be used to justify constant evaluation of children as they practice and
learn the complex mode of communication we call “writing.”
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Part I explores grading as an act of communication between
teacher and students. First, our feelings about grading set the
stage for this instructional communication. Second, the many
different instructional settings in which we find ourselves
drive the decisions we make about how to teach our students.
Third, the pieces of the grading puzzle (context, content,
structure, mechanics, and process) provide a wide variety of
purposes for the writing assignments we make. The theme of
this part is that evaluation should serve instruction, not vice
versa.

CHAPTER 1 In the Background: How We Feel about Grading

CHAPTER 2 Specific Situations: Putting Evaluation into
a Context

Student Audience Considerations
Instructional Purposes of Grading
Teacher Stance toward Grading

CHAPTER 3 The Pieces of the Grading Puzzle

Context
Definition
Grade-level Applications and Examples

Content
Definition
Grade-level Applications and Examples

Structure
Definition
Grade-level Applications and Examples
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Mechanics
Definition
Grade-level Applications and Examples

Process
Definition
Applications and Examples
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Just after Christmas I was walking down the hall in a K–6 elementary
school. On the stairway I encountered a friend, a fourth grade teacher.

I said, “Hi, Ellen [not her real name, of course]. How are you today?”
She groaned. “It’s almost report card time! Do you really need to ask?”
I shrugged with what I hoped was the appropriate amount of sympathy.
“You know,” she went on in an agonized voice, “I don’t know why I leave

grading papers till the last minute.” She looked at me as if I might be able to en-
lighten her.

I shrugged sympathetically again.
“It’s just that I feel so guilty about grading,” she rushed on. “I know grades

are important,” she added defensively. “I know parents and kids need to know
how they’re doing, but. . . .” Her voice trailed off.

“Yes, . . .” I began.
“It’s just that I work so hard to build a relationship of encouragement and

trust with my children in their writing.” Her tone was plaintive, the grieving
tone of an adult when a favorite dog has died. “And then suddenly I have to be-
come judge and jury.” She looked off down the empty hall and spoke more to
herself than to me. “Almost every one of my kids tries hard at writing. I just
hate to discourage the late bloomers, the slow little turtles who will likely win
the race one day.”

She turned and looked at me, as if suddenly remembering my presence.
“You know what I mean?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yes, . . .” I said, ready to offer my heartfelt condolences. But she
had turned down the hall toward her room.

I stood watching her go, her question echoing in my ears: “Why do I leave
my grading to the last minute?” Why indeed?

As teachers of writing, we all know exactly how Ellen was feeling that day.
We struggle with the dichotomy of teacher versus grader whenever we take up
student writing, not just when report cards are due to go home. In fact, we of-
ten wind up feeling positively schizophrenic. As Ellen said, we work hard to
earn our students’ trust as we try to help them improve their writing. We in-
stinctively know the truth of Lynn Holaday’s (1997) assertion that writing stu-
dents need coaches, not judges (p. 35).

CHAPTER 1
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But we must grade student writing.
A review of recent books on the subject of teaching writing emphasizes the

schizophrenia we feel when we stare at a stack of papers, grade book open.
Most of the literature rejects even the word “grading.” Instead writers use
words like “assessing,” “evaluating,” “responding.” We read the books, and we
agree. But most schools still demand grades. Stephen Tchudi (1997) summed
up the conflict in an introduction to the report of the NCTE Committee on Al-
ternatives to Grading Student Writing: “The committee is convinced by the re-
search . . . that grading writing doesn’t contribute much to learning to write
and is in conflict with the new paradigms for writing instruction. As a commit-
tee we would unanimously love to see grades disappear from education alto-
gether so that teachers and students can focus on authentic assessment, but we
realize in the current educational climate, that’s not likely to happen” (p. xii).

No wonder Ellen puts off grading her students’ writing. She enjoys reading
what they have written. It’s easy to respond, to reply to what her students have
said, even to make suggestions for future writing. It’s not so easy to put a grade
on the paper, to reduce the comments she has made to a “B,” to a “+,” or to an
“S.” She, like the NCTE Committee, would love to see grades disappear. She
feels like Lucy Calkins’ (1994) colleague Shirley McPhillips, “. . . you stare at
the report card and it looks so foreign and you think, ‘How can I convert all that
we’re doing into those little squares?’ You try but you feel like a traitor, like you
are betraying something . . . and the whole thing becomes so distasteful” (p.
312). Furthermore, when Ellen turns to educational theory for help, she finds a
variety of terms used in discussions of evaluating children’s writing—assess-
ment, grading, evaluating, responding. Sometimes the terms seem interchange-
able; at other times they seem to mean something individual. In an attempt to
clear up this confusion, Tchudi (1997) arranges these terms according to the
amount of freedom each provides teachers. Response to student writing, he ex-
plains, offers teachers the most freedom because it grows directly out of the
teacher’s reaction as a reader and is often based on an emotional reaction to the
text. Assessment offers less freedom for the teacher because it focuses on practi-
cal concerns about how a piece of writing is succeeding (p. xiv). Evaluation is
even more focused because it compares a piece of writing to some sort of
benchmark or criterion. Grading, says Tchudi, provides teachers with very little
freedom because it condenses so much information into a single symbol that
communication about writing is virtually lost (p. xv).

So, we understand Ellen’s frustration. She wants more freedom to respond
to her students’ writing. She wants to deemphasize grading. She talks to her stu-
dents about writing as a process, a process of getting better. She has explained
that the individual grade is not important; progress is the important thing. She
has told parents the same things on Back-to-School Night. Still, she watches
Billy wad up his paper angrily and throw it in the trash can after she returns it.
She knows it’s the “C” he resents, possibly because his classmates have told him
that a “C” is “terrible,” possibly because his father does not pay him for “Cs.” In
any case, he is responding to the grade, not to her written comment—“I wish I
could visit your grandma’s farm”—at the end of the paper. And she knows that
Sally, a little girl who sits next to Billy, never takes her papers home at all. Ellen
realizes that these students would respond differently if she’d put only the com-
ments on the papers. Anna, the best writer in the class, the student who always
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receives “As,” writes at the end of the year exactly like she did the first week of
school. So Ellen finds herself putting off grading until the last minute. She reads
her students’ writing eagerly and enjoys writing responses to what they’ve writ-
ten, but she is reluctant to put grades on the papers. She enjoys telling Billy she
likes his descriptions of his dog and wants to know more about the day he got
it, but she finds herself avoiding the label of a grade. She wants to help Billy feel
good about his writing; she doesn’t want to discourage him with a grade. Ellen’s
distress over grading has become so severe that sometimes she takes her stu-
dents’ papers home and leaves them there until she is forced to put grades on
them—when she faces a stack of new papers to grade or a blank report card that
must be filled in.

Many of us feel as Ellen does. In the struggle to change teaching practices
over the last twenty years, we have begun to see writing differently, to see our
students differently. We have lived through and been part of the paradigm shift
Maxine Hairston (1982) described. We no longer emphasize the products of
writing to the exclusion of the process. We no longer assign writing in isola-
tion.

We take students through prewriting activities to build background and to
help them learn to think through what they know and what they need to find
out in order to write thoughtful prose. We help them visualize different audi-
ences and different purposes. We take our students through drafting to help
them separate composing from editing, ideas from surface considerations. We
walk students through revising to help them understand that writing is fluid,
not fixed, that it can always be improved, that other people participate in writ-
ing with us. We work with students on editing to help them become proficient
at the conventions of writing. We suggest strategies for helping each other with
the surface correctness requirements of written language. We provide publish-
ing opportunities. We celebrate the product of all the hard work that has gone
before. We take up the papers. We read them and feel good about the writing
our students have done.

And then we must grade those papers.
Parents, principals, school boards, school psychologists—all demand that

we grade student writing. The grades we give communicate to these outside au-
diences in a wide assortment of contexts, some of which we never imagine until
we’re faced with unexpected conflict. Parents, for example, sometimes interpret
the grades we give our students in the context of the instruction they received
as children, principals in the context of grading patterns that emerge from year
to year, school psychologists in the context of an individual student’s accumu-
lating record, school boards in the context of entire districts. . . . On and on it
goes: different audiences with different purposes for the grades we are required
to put on our students’ papers.

We sit, then, with the stack of papers in front of us, aware of this startling
variety of audiences and purposes, but most keenly aware of our primary audi-
ence—our students—and our primary purpose—teaching.

Most of our students have taken us at our word. They have participated in
prewriting, in drafting, in revising, in editing: they have followed the process.
And yet there are differences in what they have been able to produce. As teach-
ers we know that writing is not exact, that we are not striving for perfection ei-
ther in our own writing or in our students’ writing. As graders “A+” represents
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the perfect paper—the one that is error free. Teacher/grader schizophrenia set-
tles upon us.

Because we know we must, we take pen in hand and grade, feeling like the
student teacher who said to me one day, “I feel so bad putting all those red
marks on my students’ hard work. It really does look like I bled all over their
papers.” Trying to avoid this unfortunate metaphor, we have sometimes graded
in blue, bleeding like an aristocrat, or in green, like a snake.

There is hope, however. Teacher/grader schizophrenia can be overcome. If
we choose a grading option that matches our teaching purpose, we do not need
to bleed at all. And neither do our students.

Chapter Summary

Most of us suffer from “teacher/grader schizophrenia.” On the one hand,
we are committed to teaching writing as a process. We have read the research
on learning to write and understand the rationale for being positive in our
response to our students’ writing. On the other hand, we are locked into school
situations that require us to translate our response to our students’ writing
into letter grades or even numbers. But there is hope: teacher/grader schizo-
phrenia can be overcome by choosing grading options that match our teaching
purposes.

EXERCISES

1. Remember when you were an elementary student. Who was your favorite
teacher? Why? How did he or she grade your work? Who was your least fa-
vorite teacher? How did he or she grade your work?

2. Write a brief “writing autobiography.” Write about when you first started to
write and how you developed through school as a writer. What were your
feelings about yourself as a writer at different stages in your “writing life”?
Were these feelings related to the grades you got in school? Why or why
not?

3. Plot yourself on the following “feelings about grading” continuum. Explain
why you placed yourself where you did.

I think about
quitting my job
when I have to
grade papers.

I have no feelings
about grading—I
don’t care one way
or the other.

I look forward
to grading.

References Calkins, Lucy McCormick. The Art of Teaching Writing, new edition. Portsmouth, NH:
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Definition: Grading—Communication between teachers and student that is
designed to enhance the student’s writing.

Using the above definition of grading to discuss the context of grading—
specific evaluation situations—leads us to a familiar schematic called “the com-
munication triangle.” This triangle can help us articulate the various contexts
in which we grade. Often the teacher/grader schizophrenia we suffer results
from our having unconsciously created grading contexts that are at odds with
our carefully constructed teaching contexts. Let’s look at the communication
triangle as it can be applied to evaluation.

The communication triangle has three equally important considerations:
the audience intended to receive the communication, the purpose of the
communication, and the stance (or chosen attitude) of the communicator.
Adapting this triangle to our purposes, we label the three corners “student,”
“teacher,” and “instructional purpose,” as illustrated in Figure 2.1.

CHAPTER 2

Specific Situations
Putting Evaluation into
a Context
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Moving around the triangle as we usually encounter it, we find the follow-
ing corners: the official purpose of evaluation is to collect data over time that
will allow us to justify nine-week grades for the report card; the teacher stance
is that of judge, trying to fairly and accurately determine quality of stu-
dent work; student needs and expectations are implicit at best and often never
really thought through at all. (Students who do the best job inferring the cri-
teria the teacher considers important for the report card are the ones who re-
ceive “As.”)

In this traditional grading situation, the communication triangle has one
very important corner—the purpose corner. That corner dictates a second cor-
ner—the teacher corner—and the third corner, the student corner, is almost
nonexistent. Grading communication winds up looking more like a line than a
triangle:

Purpose Teacher (Student)

The end product of this lopsided triangle is very poor communication at grad-
ing time and lots of unhappy feelings for both teachers and students. To control
the context in which our grading takes place, we must make that context ex-
plicit—for ourselves and for our students. We need to analyze each corner of
the grading/communication triangle carefully.

Student Audience Considerations

When we write, we picture the readers to whom we are writing—we ana-
lyze the audience and attempt to communicate with them. When we evaluate
or grade, we should do the same thing. Perhaps the central challenge of teach-
ing is getting to know a particular set of students, finding out what they already
know, and determining how to bridge the gap between where they are and
where we want them to arrive. This challenge becomes most obvious when we
try to grade a piece of writing (or a nine-week pattern of writing).

The question of how to interpret a particular effort from an individual stu-
dent can be answered in an intentional way if student (audience) analysis is for-
mally carried out by the teacher. The questions that follow (as well as others)
can be used to inform grading and make it an extension of, rather than some-
thing separate from, teaching.

Sample Student Audience Analysis
a. What do my students already know about writing?
b. What do they like about writing?
c. What do they dislike about writing?
d. What do I think they need to learn next?
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Let’s take an example of a fourth grade class in a small town. The teacher,
Mrs. Johnson, hands out a writing inventory at the beginning of the year to dis-
cover the attitudes her students have toward writing. As she plans her writing
instruction, she wants to establish comfort with writing first, before moving on
to confidence and finally competence. She asks five questions:

Do you like to write? (Students check either “I love to write,” “I like to
write sometimes,” “I only write when I have to,” or “I hate to write.”)

Do you think you are a good writer?

What have you written recently?

What kinds of things do you like to write about?

How do you think learning to write better will help you?

Then she has them complete the sentence “I think that writing is . . .” (adapted
from Bratcher & Larson, 1992).

From this questionnaire, Mrs. Johnson discovers several things about her
student audience:

First, she discovers that almost 75 percent of her students like to write, at
least some of the time. The other 25 percent, however, strongly dislike writing.
And, she discovers an interesting match between how the students feel about
writing and whether or not they consider themselves good writers: in her class
there is an 88 percent correlation between students liking to write and consid-
ering themselves good writers!

Second, she discovers that the vast majority of the writing her students do
is school-related. The few students who write on their own outside of school
seem to write stories, poems, and letters.

Third, she discovers that for almost 75 percent of her students there is a
large discrepancy between what they are actually writing in school and what
they like to write about. The most popular topics among her class are animals,
family, and friends. The most popular form is fiction.

Fourth, Mrs. Johnson discovers that almost half of her students view
learning to write better as a tool for school and later work. Almost a third of
her students do not see learning to write better as something that will help
them at all.

Finally, from the sentence completion, Mrs. Johnson learns that about half
of her class views writing as fun sometimes.

Mrs. Johnson now has a pretty good picture of her students’ attitudes about
writing. From her analysis she has learned that she is fortunate because a large
number of the children in her class have good feelings about themselves as
writers. But she has also learned that she needs to work with some of her stu-
dents on how they view themselves as writers. Beyond that, she has learned
some topics on which her students might like to write. Further, she has learned
that the class as a whole needs to expand its understanding of why writing well
will help them in their lives.

She can now begin designing her writing instruction for this class. A large
number of the students are comfortable, even confident, about their writing
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and can be challenged toward greater and greater competence. But some of the
students are not yet comfortable with writing; they don’t even see its impor-
tance. Mrs. Johnson decides to begin with cooperative groups, groups that con-
tain confident students as well as uncomfortable students, hoping to use the
confident students as encouragers and leaders for the others.

Later in the year, Mrs. Johnson will do more specific audience analyses on
specific criteria. For example, when she first teaches editing, she will locate the
expert spellers as well as the terrible spellers. She can then offer peer support as
well as specialized instruction to the poor spellers.

Instructional Purposes of Grading

Most of us become frustrated with evaluation because we resent what it
does to our teaching. Cleary says: “Most teachers see grading as a stumbling
block to what they wish they could do differently” (p. 156). Students focus
(very pragmatically) on the grades we assign to their writing and seem to ignore
our efforts to help them improve. This attitude is especially obvious among stu-
dents at the extreme ends of the grading scale—the “E” students and the “N”
students. How often do we see progress or change in these two populations?
They seem to come to us as “E” writers or “N” writers and stay that way as long
as they are in our classrooms: the “E” writers are as static and unchanging, as
unlearning, as are the “N” writers. Even among the middle population, though,
the change is often slight. When was the last time an “S” writer in one of your
classes became an “E” writer by the end of the year?

But all of that can change in a classroom where evaluation is seen as a com-
munication tool rather than as a record-keeping function. When grading crite-
ria are made to serve instruction (and therefore change as the teaching empha-
sis changes), students must focus on the objectives of the writing instruction to
get the grades they want.

On a theoretical level it sounds easy, but on a practical level this approach
changes writing instruction as well as evaluation. If student grades are to reflect
levels of accomplishment of instructional purpose(s), we must first have a clear
grasp of the teaching purpose of any given assignment. Evaluation criteria then
grow naturally from the instructional purpose(s) of the assignment. So, grading
purpose(s) begins with assignment creation.

The list of possible teaching purposes for writing assignments is infinite.
But perhaps a list of a few with possible assignments that accompany them will
illustrate:

Demonstrate the Writing Process
Sample assignment: Turn in every scrap of paper that went into writing

your personal narrative. Be sure to turn in your mind map, your rough
draft, your response sheet from your writing group, your editing workshop
checklist, and your final draft.
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Communicate with a Specific Audience
Sample assignment: Write a Valentine’s Day story for Mr. Cook’s first-

grade class using the vocabulary words he supplied.

Demonstrate Mastery of Specific Content
Sample assignment: Write a report on the growth rate of your bean

plants.

Discover New Content
Sample assignment: Write a biography of your favorite author (Shel

Silverstein, Dr. Seuss, Louisa May Alcott, etc.).

Of course any one writing assignment may (and probably will) have more
than one teaching objective, but it is important that the teacher clearly delin-
eate both the primary and secondary objectives. Thus, the purpose of evalua-
tion changes from a record-keeping function to a teaching function: evaluating
how well the piece of writing accomplishes its stated purpose(s). Specific crite-
ria and explanations of the grade point out to the student how the writing could
more effectively accomplish its purpose. Coupled with an opportunity for revi-
sion or with a follow-up assignment, the graded writing becomes not an ending
point but a starting point for the student. Learning becomes more effective be-
cause it is focused and goal-driven. To illustrate, let’s look at a second-grade
class late in the year.

Miss Wells asks her students to write a personal narrative, a story about
something that happened to them that they want to remember. She has four
possible teaching purposes for this assignment. She wants her students to:

1. choose a topic that interests their readers (the class).
2. tell a story using themselves as narrators.
3. use details in their writing.
4. edit for capitalization, complete sentences, and spelling.

Miss Wells then identifies her primary teaching purpose(s) as well as her
secondary purposes. She proceeds to tailor instruction appropriate to her em-
phasis at the moment. Following instruction, a student in her class, John, turns
in the following personal narrative shown in Figure 2.2.

Miss Wells must grade his paper. In her school, primary students are given
the following grades: (+) = beyond teacher expectations; (�) = meets expecta-
tions; and (�) = below teacher expectations. Occasionally Miss Wells uses a
(�+) to indicate writing that is beyond her expectations in some areas, but at
her expectation level in others.

Depending on the emphasis Miss Wells has made on the teaching pur-
poses—which ones she has identified for herself and the class as primary teach-
ing purpose(s) and secondary teaching purpose(s)—this same student paper
may receive different grades.

For example, if Miss Wells has made this personal narrative assignment
primarily a learning-to-write assignment, she may have identified teaching
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purposes number 1 (choose a topic that interests the readers) and number 3
(use details) as her primary teaching purposes. Her audience analysis may have
shown that the class has had little practice in considering readers when they
write. She has spent time with the class discussing what the other children
might like to read and how to pick a topic from their journals.

In this context, John’s paper will likely receive a “+.” Very few of the chil-
dren in the class have ever ridden a horse, and all of them would like to. John
has included lots of details for a second-grader: he has told where he rode the
horse, the name of his favorite horse, and a particular ride he went on. The per-
sonal narrative exceeds Miss Wells’ expectations for audience awareness and
details.

If, on the other hand, Miss Wells has made this writing assignment a con-
cluding activity for a language/mechanics lesson, she may have identified
teaching purpose number 4 (edit for capitalization, complete sentences, and
spelling) as her primary purpose for this writing assignment. In this situation,
her audience analysis has indicated that capitalization is the major new mate-
rial; these rules are the ones that have been targeted in instruction.

In this context, John’s paper will likely receive a (�+). John’s sentences are
complete and his spelling is good, but he has misused capital letters in “a Break-
fast Ride.” His writing is beyond her expectations in spelling and complete sen-
tences, but not at her expectations in use of capital letters.

Teacher Stance toward Grading

But what about the third corner of the triangle, the teacher corner? Some-
times (perhaps often) teachers feel at odds with evaluation. As mentioned be-
fore, this teacher/grader schizophrenia often results when we adopt a grading
stance or persona that is at odds with our teaching persona. For example, as
teachers we know that positive reinforcement has more power than negative,
and we adopt a cheerleading persona. But as graders we often think we should
be perfectionists, sticklers for detail, focused on the quality of the product of-
fered for evaluation, and we adopt a judge-and-jury persona. In short, having
given up hitting students with rulers generations ago, we are uncomfortable
striking them with grading pens.

But with purpose-driven evaluation, we can grade with the same persona
with which we teach. Students can be encouraged by knowing which criteria
they met successfully and by having concrete suggestions about how to im-
prove the criteria that were not met so successfully. The teacher can encourage
and praise what is done well, separating it from what needs more work. As
Donald Graves (1994) explains, we can move “from extensive correcting of
children’s work to showing them how to handle the very problems [we] might
have red-lined in the past” (p. 169).

Further, with a match between teaching emphasis and evaluation criteria,
the teacher can adjust later revisions and assignments to meet student needs il-
lustrated by criteria not met by large numbers of students in the class. After a
particular assignment has been graded, class discussions can focus on the same
emphases instruction has focused on, serving as review and further challenge
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for students who need to relearn. Grading criteria can be tailored to assign-
ments as students move to more complex writing.

To return to the example of Miss Wells. As a writing teacher, she has
adopted the instructional stance of encourager. She wants her students to take
risks with their writing, to stretch beyond what they can already do and move
into new territory. Consequently, as a grader she wants to maintain this en-
couraging stance. In the first instance (the assignment was used as an audience-
awareness task) Miss Wells will follow the “+” grade with an encouraging note
to John. She may say something like this: “John, the class really enjoyed your
personal narrative. What a good topic choice you made! I’d like to go to Smoke
Tree Ranch and meet Sarly myself.” She may comment to John orally about the
capitalization error or she may let it go entirely.

As a language/mechanics teacher, Miss Wells has adopted a rather matter-
of-fact, be-sure-to-brush-your-teeth, stance. As a grader of mechanical assign-
ments, then, her stance will follow suit. In the second instance (the assignment
was a follow-up to a language/mechanics lesson), her comments that follow the
(�+) may be like this: “John, you did a great job making all of your sentences
complete. Your spelling is perfect in this paper as well—good job! In the sec-
ond paragraph “a Breakfast Ride” does not need to be capitalized. Can you find
the rule about that on our chart and point it out to me?”

In short, depending on her audience analysis, her instructional goals, and
the stance she has taken as a teacher, Miss Wells’ grade and response to a partic-
ular piece of writing may differ. In this context, there is no such thing as the
perfect “+” paper. The grade a paper receives is determined by how well it
meets the instructional goals Miss Wells has set for that particular assignment.

Let’s examine another example: a TV news report. It is turned in by a sixth-
grader, Karl, in Mr. Thayer’s class (see Figure 2.3).

Context 1: The assignment is part of a careers’ unit. Following a field trip to
the local TV station, Mr. Thayer asks each student to write a portion of a news-
cast for a class videotape. Karl is assigned to do a news’ report on safety issues
for children. Mr. Thayer’s primary purpose (stated to his students) is to illus-
trate what news people do.
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In this context, Karl would likely receive an excellent grade on the assign-
ment. The writing shows a clear understanding of how a news report would
sound. The mechanical errors are unimportant because this piece is meant to be
read aloud by Karl to the video camera, and Karl knows what his own punctua-
tion means.

Context 2: The assignment is a book report. Mr. Thayer has encouraged stu-
dents to use creative formats, like a TV news’ report or a journal entry or a letter
between characters in the book, but the primary (stated) purpose of the assign-
ment is to illustrate knowledge of the book. The book reports will be assembled
in a class collection and kept for students to browse through when they are
choosing their next book. A secondary purpose is to illustrate editing skills—in
particular compound sentences and homophones.

In this context, Karl would likely receive an unsatisfactory grade. First,
“Jimmy Jet and his TV Set” is only one poem in a large collection of Shel
Silverstein’s, so the piece does not illustrate knowledge of the book’s entirety.
Second, the editing is extremely weak: the paper contains three run-on sen-
tences (incorrectly handled compounds) and two misspellings of the homo-
phone “too.” Karl needs to rewrite, attending to the purposes of the assignment
and the instruction he has received.

Chapter Summary

Although we do not generally think of it this way, grading is first and fore-
most communication between teacher and student. It is communication aimed
at learning: it is a teaching tool. Evaluation can be far more effective communi-
cation if we explicitly respond to the considerations delineated by the commu-
nication triangle—the particular student audience we are working with, the
purpose(s) of writing assignments, and our stance as teachers when we grade.

When evaluation is looked at in this way (as communication), it becomes
clear that there are no hard-and-fast “correct” answers to grading. Rather, there
are objectives to be articulated and options from which to choose. Consider-
ation of the communication triangle makes choices explicit and gives us the
control to match our grading personae with our teaching personae.

EXERCISES

1. For a class you currently teach (or, for student teachers, one you can spend
some time observing), do a grading analysis based on the communication
triangle for one writing assignment:

Writing Assignment (Report the instructions the student received here):

Student Audience (What background do the students have for this assign-
ment?)
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Purpose(s) of the Assignment:
Primary:
Secondary:

Teacher Stance:
a. What kind of teaching persona do I (or the teacher) use in this class?
b. How can the teaching stance be translated into a grading persona for this

assignment?

Grading Criteria:
After considering the three corners of the communication triangle, gen-

erate three grading criteria for this assignment. Weight them by percentage
of the grade.

2. Choose a sample student paper from the appendix. Grade it twice—accord-
ing to the two scenarios set for either Miss Wells’ class or Mr. Thayer’s class.
If possible, grade the paper a third time according to the context you in-
vented in Exercise 1.
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To escape teaching/grading schizophrenia, we must delineate for ourselves
the objectives we have for student writing. This task is daunting, to say the
least, for (in a language arts context) we must take into account context, con-
tent, structure, and mechanics, as well as process. (In a social studies context,
we may focus only on content.) Perhaps our writing puzzle, then, might look
something like Figure 3.1. But how to grade for all the pieces of the writing
puzzle?

When I sit down to work a puzzle, the first thing I do is sort the pieces by
color. Next I study the picture on the box and decide where the blue pieces will
go, where the green ones, and so on. As I begin to piece the puzzle together, I
look closely at shades of color and shapes, differentiating a blue piece that is
part of the sky from a blue piece that is part of the lake. In this chapter, grading
is a picture puzzle; objectives of grading are the pieces. Hence, this chapter dis-
cusses each objective as if it were a truly discrete entity, but only for purposes
of analysis and definition. It is important to remember, however, that in real
writing the objectives discussed here impact one another and do not function
as discrete entities. (For example, purpose often determines audience and audi-
ence often determines grammatical, or mechanical, choices.)

When you begin a puzzle, any order you bring to the task is arbitrary. So
let’s pick up the pieces one at a time and examine them. And just as we some-
times pick up a puzzle piece and examine it quickly, or indeed, leave it on the
table and not look at it at all, readers should pick and choose among the defini-
tions that follow, studying those that are unfamiliar and skipping others. The
order I have chosen is: context, content, structure, mechanics, process.

This chapter is provided primarily as a reference to commonly used terms;
like a dictionary, it is not intended to be read paragraph by paragraph from be-
ginning to end. Each section begins with a definition. The definition is followed
by specific applications appropriate for particular grade-levels and examples of
student writing.

CHAPTER 3

The Pieces of the Grading Puzzle

Note: Particular grade-appropriate behaviors overlap from year to year and cannot be isolated as
appropriate for a single grade level. Readers should examine the listing provided by their state de-
partments of education or individual school district curriculum guides and adapt the principles in
this chapter accordingly.
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Context

Definition

Context is the situation that creates and controls writing: reader, purpose,
and writer’s stance.

The reader for a student’s writing may be a parent, a teacher, a friend, or
simply the student himself or herself. Sometimes, of course, there may be more
than one reader: the stated reader may be a class speaker (a thank-you letter, for
example), but the teacher may be a reader as well if the letter will be evaluated
before it is sent.

In any case, who the reader will be makes a tremendous difference to how
the writing will be handled. A note to a friend, for example, can be written on
scratch paper in pencil or crayon; spelling does not matter. A story the same
student enters in a contest must conform to the requirements of the contest: it
will need to be neat, and grammar will need to be accurate. It may even have to
be written on special paper in ink, or perhaps it will need to be typed.

Likewise, the purpose for which the writer is writing will dictate certain de-
cisions about the writing. A letter from a student to a parent asking for money
to take on a field trip will need to be more complete in its explanation than a
letter thanking the parent for the money after the trip is over. By the same to-
ken, a book report intended to prove that the student has read the entire book
will require more detail than a book talk intended to entice another student to
read the book.

The third part of the context of the writing that controls decision making is
the stance of the writer, his or her voice in relationship to the audience and/or
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the content of the writing. In the first example discussed earlier, if the child
who is writing the request for money to take on the field trip has a parent who
has plenty of money and is free with it, the letter may be cursory—an informa-
tive note. However, if the child has a parent who is either seriously short of
money at the time or who is tightfisted, the letter may be petitionary—exhaus-
tive in its defense of the need for the money.

In the book report example used earlier, if the student liked the book, the
book report will be enthusiastic, even expansive in tone; it may even be longer
than required by the teacher. If, however, the student disliked the book, the
book report will be detached in tone and very likely as brief as possible.

Grade-level Applications and Examples

For students in grades K–3, the important components of context are the
ability to identify the purpose of the writing and the student’s personal satisfac-
tion with his or her writing. The piece in Figure 3.2 (written by a third-grader)
illustrates the ability to identify the purpose of writing. First the class read a
story about an injured owl. This piece was then written in response to the as-
signment: “Would you be glad to be free if you were Little Red? Why or why
not?”

Clearly, this student understands the purpose of this writing. The first sen-
tence answers the question, even using some of the same words used in the
prompt. (This sentence does, however, make it clear that the student does not
consider the question to be as straightforward as perhaps the teacher does.) The
next sentence goes on to answer the “Why?” by telling what the writer would
do first upon gaining freedom.

In grades 4–6, it is important that students go further with context. They
should learn to identify the reader(s) for their writing, as well as the purpose.
At this level they can also begin to articulate their stance as writer to both the
reader(s) and the topic. The piece in Figure 3.3 (written by a fourth-grader) il-
lustrates what happens when no reader has been identified for writing.

The writing in this piece is vague in the extreme. No names are included;
no examples are cited. Had this writer been writing to a real audience, say to
her mother, she would have felt safe to tell the story of what happened with
“Jan” on the playground that afternoon. As it stands, the writer seems to have
had no one at all in mind when she composed this piece.

Content

Definition

Content consists of the factual information, interpretations, and ideas a
writer uses. It takes in main idea articulation, use of details, and completeness
of communication about ideas and/or events being discussed in the writing.

Content concerns cannot be taken for granted with elementary students.
Main idea is a high-level thinking skill calling for synthesis of details. Because
finding the main idea may seem intuitive to us as adults, teaching students to
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articulate the purpose or theme of what they are writing is sometimes difficult.
Students often need lots of practice finding and expressing main ideas. Fred, re-
porting on a nature walk, may list every stop along the way, even describe the
stops in great detail, but may never write that the purpose of the walk was to
find frogs.

Adding details can be difficult for students as well. Leah may write a letter
to the judges of the science fair arguing that her favorite entry should win be-
cause it was the “best.” She may consider this assertion sufficient and overlook
the need for persuasive details like the colored string on the globe that traced
the flight path of hummingbirds from South to North America.

Students also frequently need help in making their writing complete: kids
often believe that other people (especially adults) can read their minds, thus
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eliminating the necessity for explanation. Randy, telling a funny story of trying
to give a bird a bath, may overlook the need to explain why he was attempting
this task at all. At the same time, kids sometimes don’t realize that their readers
have not had the same background experiences that they have had. If Julio is
telling the story of his trip to New York City to his class in Billings, Montana, he
may not realize he needs to explain what a subway is.

Grade-level Applications and Examples

In grades K–3, content concerns usually include completion of ideas and
elimination of gaps or omissions that may be confusing to a reader without the
same level of understanding about the topic as the student writer. Furthermore,
teachers often begin to challenge students at this level to include details that
support and explain the main idea of the writing. Figure 3.4 (written by a third-
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grader) illustrates what happens when a student does not complete the idea.
The assignment was “Do you think this story really happened or do you think
it’s make-believe? Why?”

The student clearly understands the purpose of the writing. He answers the
first question, “Yes, I think it was real.” He also knows he is supposed to tell
why: he says “because,” but he does not complete his thought. A reader will
never know what the “because” meant to the writer, what his reasons were for
coming to the conclusion that the story was not make-believe.

In grades 4–6, students are ready to learn to narrow a topic or a subject, to
delineate the boundaries of the discussion or of the story. Juanita, for example,
can choose to write only about what her family saw at the zoo, leaving out ex-
haustive descriptions of the 150-mile car trip that took them to the zoo and the
explanation of her aunt’s wedding that took them to Phoenix in the first place.

Beyond simply avoiding assumptions about a reader’s knowledge, or gaps
or omissions that interfere with a reader’s understanding, students can begin to
develop ideas with details tailored to the main idea of the piece of writing on
which they are working. The piece in Figure 3.5 (written by a fourth-grader) il-
lustrates how students can include details.

Notice the name of the horse, the description of the tracks, the description
of the watch, the explanation of the parents’ absence. This student has written a
detailed piece that allows the reader to “see” his story. The details make the
piece interesting to a reader.

Structure

Definition

The term structure refers to the organization of a piece of writing: how the
sentences/paragraphs/chapters communicate meaning by their order. Writing
offers many different structures: none of them inherently “better” than others.
Chronological order, order of importance, comparison and contrast, haiku, and
newspaper editorial are all examples of common structures. Genres also offer
structures to writers. Short fiction and personal narratives generally make use
of chronological structures or beginning–middle–end structures. Poetry often
follows particular patterns based on rhyme or shape or word structures. Essays
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usually follow a main idea-supporting information structure, with informative
essays depending more heavily on logical arguments and persuasive essays de-
pending more heavily on emotional arguments. At the elementary-school level,
writers begin to learn that organization is important to help readers understand
their content. As they work, these young writers begin to learn to use some of
the more common structures found in writing. These structures make writing
easier for them: story maps, Venn diagrams, and genre guidelines help them fo-
cus what they want to say.

Grade-level Applications and Examples

In grades K–3, structure concerns focus primarily on sequence of ideas (be-
ginning, middle, end). Personal experience narratives, imaginative stories, re-
ports based on personal observation as well as letters and poems are common or-
ganizational structures for writing at this level. The personal narrative piece
written by John in Miss Wells’ class (Chapter 2, Figure 2.2) illustrates the per-
sonal experience narrative structure: it is the story of the writer’s first horse ride.

This student sequenced the ideas appropriately. The writing begins with
the trip to the ranch, the first thing that happened in chronological order. The
next two sentences discuss learning to ride, something that happened after ar-
rival. The next paragraph tells about a particular trip the writer went on after
learning to ride. The last sentence sums up the whole experience by telling
which horse the writer favored among all those he rode on this trip.

In grades 4–6, students are ready to work with paragraph structure. They
can begin to write paragraphs that state main ideas as a topic sentence, and they
can organize paragraphs according to specialized structures such as cause and
effect, comparison and contrast, time order, and so forth. Students at this level
are ready to write expository papers (description, directions, explanation,
cause and effect, comparison and contrast, summary, etc.) along with the per-
sonal-writing structures they began in earlier grades.

The piece of writing turned in to Mr. Thayer (Chapter 2, Figure 2.3) by Karl
illustrates a specialized kind of explanation structure—the TV news report.

The writer has “explained” the central event in Shel Silverstein’s poem
“Jimmy Jet and the TV Set” as if it were a news item, following the demands of
that structure. Notice the station and personnel identifications in the first sen-
tence. Further, notice how the writer speaks directly to the audience, complete
with a conclusion for the children (“So children, unless you want to . . .”). Notice
as well how the piece concludes in the expected way (“That’s all the news . . .”).
This student has demonstrated a good understanding of this particular structure.

Mechanics

Definition

Mechanics is the term I prefer for grammatical correctness in writing. Other
terms often used are “conventions,” “surface structure,” “usage,” and “editing
concerns.” Mechanics can refer to simple accuracy (Are the periods placed
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properly?) or they can refer to sophistication of grammatical stylistic choices
(Does the writer use compound–complex sentences?). Mechanics are impor-
tant, for done clumsily they can confuse a reader and even change intended
meaning. Sometimes, however, mechanics are overemphasized, literally sweep-
ing away a writer’s competence in context, content, and structure. Because re-
search has shown that grammar rules taught in isolation do not carry over to
writing fluency, most teachers of writing address mechanical errors at the
cleanup stage of writing after context, content, and structure have been con-
trolled. Grammar mini-lessons focus on specific rules writers need to follow.

Research into the connections between grammar instruction and writing
improvement has given us a new perspective on mechanical errors. Constance
Weaver (1996) has shown that errors are a natural part of learning language
and that as children become more sophisticated users of their native language,
old errors disappear only to be replaced by more sophisticated errors. In fact,
she asserts that even though children are growing in language use, the “overall
rate of errors may not lessen much over the years” (p. 72). Other research
(Zemelman, Daniels, & Hyde, 1998) has shown that focusing on one or two
kinds of errors is more effective than marking every error we see. If we take this
research seriously, we will recognize that mechanical errors are a part of lan-
guage learning and make sure that students have enough time to edit their
work. And because proofreading is a specialized skill separate from simple re-
reading (Bratcher, 1994), we will encourage students to think of correctness as
community responsibility: Gina, who is good at capitalization rules, chooses to
help Joey and Esther by looking for capitalization errors in their writing. Joey,
the best speller in their pod, helps Gina and Esther by looking for spelling er-
rors in their writing. Esther, who never writes incomplete sentences, chooses to
help Gina and Joey by looking for the correct placement of periods (and so on).
Because the students have chosen their editing tasks based on their own skills,
they begin to take ownership of the accuracy of their own and other students’
writing.

Grade-level Applications and Examples

In grades K–3, appropriate mechanical concerns include completion of
thoughts as sentences, use of transitions and conjunctions to connect ideas,
conventional word endings, personal pronouns, contractions, singular posses-
sives, verb tenses, subject–verb agreement, conventional spelling, punctuation,
and capitalization.

It is important to note here, that out of this list, punctuation, spelling, and
capitalization relate only to writing and need to be taught to every child. The
rest of the list springs from spoken usage: particular children, especially stu-
dents whose first language is not English, will need to work on particular items,
but all students will not need instruction in all the items on the list. As teachers,
we may choose to guide our students’ spoken usage toward standard English or
we may choose not to. As teachers of writing we need to make a clear distinc-
tion between spoken and written language, guiding our students toward stan-
dard written usage. (Register, or the context of the communication, is of course
an important consideration, but that discussion is beyond the scope of this
book.)
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“My First Horse Ride” (Chapter 2, Figure 2.2) illustrates the proper use of
the period by a young writer. Each sentence is a complete thought.

In grades 4–6, the list of mechanical concerns remains the same with sev-
eral additions: sentence variety (simple, compound, and complex), use of ho-
mophones, and use of comparisons.

The essay about friends (the fourth-grade example of “context” discussed
earlier) illustrates the improper use of homophones: “your” is spelled the same
way twice, although the first time it means “you are” and the second time it is
second-person possessive. Furthermore, this essay illustrates the incorrect us-
age of a compound sentence (the next to last sentence).

The piece in Figure 3.6, “The Fight,” illustrates the problems that some-
times surface for students working in a second language. This piece was written
by a sixth-grader whose first language is Navajo. Notice the use of “when” in
the next to the last sentence: when he shot the boxer. This phrasing might rep-
resent a confusion between when and then, or it might represent a missing piece
of action in the story (the fact that the boxer didn’t die and Bob kept following
it). As teachers of children working in a second language, we need to take the
time to discuss writing we consider confusing with individual students before
“correcting” the language.

Process

Definition

A fifth component of writing is the process used by the writer to produce
the product. While the sophistication of the activities writers carry out at each
point in the process varies as students get older and more experienced, the
components of the process remain the same.

Prewriting happens before a rough draft ever occurs. It includes brain-
storming, discussions, drawing, dramatization, listening, reading, observing,
researching, selecting a topic, and identifying the context of the writing. Most
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theorists agree that well over 50 percent of writing time is devoted to some
form of prewriting.

Drafting begins when pencil hits paper and sentences begin to be com-
posed. It includes freewriting, reading what has been written, and deciding
what to do next.

Revising occurs when a writer rereads a draft for ideas. Content and struc-
ture concerns are addressed in the revising stage, most often with the help of
peer readers.

Editing focuses on sentence structure, word choice, and usage and mechan-
ics. Most often it includes both attempts at self-editing and the help of an out-
side editor. Once editing is complete, the student generally rewrites and proof-
reads the final draft for mistakes in copying.

Publishing results in sharing the final draft. Teachers provide many differ-
ent ways to publish student work: by displaying it on a bulletin board, by bind-
ing it into a class book, by printing it in a newsletter, by entering it in a contest,
by sending it home to parents, by giving it as a gift, by sharing it in ad hoc
groups, by reading it to the whole class from an author’s chair, and so forth.

Applications and Examples

The following checklist (Bratcher & Larson, 1992) illustrates the writing
process as one teacher used it for an instructional sequence in writing a per-
sonal narrative:

cluster map

partner checklist for topic, audience, and purpose

rough draft

revising worksheet

editing workshop

final copy submitted for class book

Students stapled the list on the front of their writing folders and then checked
off each item as they completed it.

Figures 3.7 through 3.12 illustrate the aforementioned process as used by
one fourth-grader. The cluster (Figure 3.7) shows how this student planned for
writing about her trip to Havasupai Canyon (a tributary of the Grand Canyon).
Notice that the cluster includes information on setting, time, and characters in-
volved in the trip.

Figure 3.8, “partner checklist,” illustrates how another student helped this
writer add more details to her personal narrative.

The rough draft (Figure 3.9) and revising worksheet (Figure 3.10) illus-
trate how this student’s partner made suggestions for a final draft. Notice the
suggestions for more details.

The editing workshop sheet in Figure 3.11 illustrates how this pod of stu-
dents divided up the mechanical checking for each other.

The final copy (Figure 3.12) illustrates the quality of work that was ac-
cepted for the class book. (The student’s mother typed the personal narrative.)
The final class book was bound and placed in the school library for other stu-
dents to read.
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FIGURE 3.7. Cluster
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FIGURE 3.9. Rough Draft
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FIGURE 3.11. Editing Workshop
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Chapter Summary

Healing teacher/grader schizophrenia depends on setting teaching objec-
tives for writing assignments and then grading according to those objectives.
To set objectives, we must examine the various pieces of the writing puzzle:
context, content, structure, mechanics, and process. We must determine the
grade-appropriate writing behaviors in each of these areas so that we may de-
sign instruction (and grades) accordingly.

EXERCISES

1. Find a copy of your state’s guidelines for writing or your district’s curricu-
lum guide. For the grade you teach, classify the writing expectations accord-
ing to the categories provided in this chapter.

2. Analyze your own writing according to the categories provided in this chap-
ter. In what areas are you strong? In what areas are you weak? Might these
strengths and weaknesses affect how you teach writing?

3. Choose a paper from those in the appendix and analyze it according to the
categories provided in this chapter.
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If we accept the premises that evaluation is communication
and that instructional contexts and purposes differ, it follows
that we need a repertoire of different evaluation strategies to
match different teaching situations. This part classifies twenty
grading techniques into four large categories and provides
step-by-step instructions for using these techniques. Samples
of student papers illustrate the grading techniques.

CHAPTER 4 Approaches to Grading

Analytic Approaches
Criterion-referenced Evaluation
Assignment-generated Evaluation

Blended Approaches
Primary-trait Evaluation
Questions for Grading

Holistic Approaches
Cluster Grading
Anchor Evaluation
Impressionistic Grading

CHAPTER 5 Response Strategies

Oral Responses
Writing Conferences
Tape-recorded Responses

Written Responses
Using the Computer
Handwritten Notes
Grading Sheets

Grades without Comments
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CHAPTER 6 Management Systems

Grade Averaging
Common Value Systems
Variations of Grade Averaging

Cumulative Records
Checklists
Anecdotal Records
Cumulative Writing Folders

Contracts

Portfolios

CHAPTER 7 Evaluation Styles

Teacher-centered Evaluation

Self-evaluation

Peer-centered Evaluation

Teacher/Student Partnerships

Outside the Classroom

CHAPTER 8 State Standards and Assessments

State Writing Standards

State Writing Assessment

Teaching with State Standards and Assessments

Grading with State Scoring Guides

Designing Writing Prompts Based on State Scoring Guides

Weighting the Traits

Sharing the Language of State Standards and Scoring Guides
with Students

Thinking about State Standards and Assessments

The four categories I have used here to classify the techniques are impor-
tant to any discussion of evaluation. Sometimes I have heard teachers talk
about management systems as if they were grading approaches, suggesting
that portfolios were an alternative to criterion-referenced grading, for exam-
ple. But a portfolio is a management system: it falls in a separate category from
criterion-referenced grading. There are lots of different types of portfolios—
analytic as well as holistic. So it is entirely possible to create a criterion-
referenced portfolio!

The categories, then, are critical to an understanding of how grading
works. Grading approaches, response strategies, management systems, and
evaluation styles work together—they are not isolated techniques. (Any grad-
ing system will contain all the categories.) By “grading approaches,” I mean op-
tions teachers have for determining letter or number grades. By “response strat-

40 PART II Evaluation Options



egies,” I mean options teachers have for communicating the grades they have
determined to their students. By “management systems,” I mean options for de-
termining longer-term grades (grades for a nine-week session or for a year). By
“evaluation styles” I mean power options—will the decision making lie in the
hands of the teacher, the student, or both? By state standards and assessments, I
mean the criteria for instruction and assessment required by our state depart-
ments of education.
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Like almost any behavior we might name, grading approaches can be con-
ceptualized as occurring along several different continua. The continuum I find
most helpful for thinking about grading approaches looks like the one below,
with analytic grading at one end of the spectrum and holistic grading at the
other end:

Analytic Scales Holistic Measures

Analytic approaches to grading compare a piece of student writing to a list
of criteria that describe an ideal piece of writing; holistic approaches compare a
piece of student writing to other pieces of student writing from the same assign-
ment. Blended approaches compare a piece of student writing both to a list of
criteria and to other pieces of student writing.

In this chapter I discuss six options within “grading approaches.” They are
present on the holistic–analytic continuum below:

Analytic Scales Holistic Measures

Criterion-
referenced

Assignment-
generated

Primary-
trait

Questions Cluster Anchor

I have used all of these approaches in my own teaching, and I have seen
them all used by other teachers. All of them can be useful (just as all of them
can be useless), depending on the particular writing assignment and its instruc-
tional purpose. I begin the explanations with analytic approaches simply be-
cause they are easier to explain, not because they are somehow superior to ho-
listic approaches. The order of presentation, then, is arbitrary—no hierarchy is
intended.

Analytic Approaches

Analytic approaches attempt to break a piece of writing into its component
parts. Analytic strategies of grading are based on the assumption that the qual-
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ity of a piece of writing is the sum of the quality of each component of the writ-
ing. Sometimes the characteristics of good writing that form the parts to be
evaluated are identified by the individual grader and sometimes by an outside
agency (like the writers of curriculum guides or specialists in a state depart-
ment of education). Once the parts have been identified and described, individ-
ual student writing is compared against a scale that has been created from the
chosen characteristics. Some teachers do this identification in their heads; oth-
ers make use of written rubrics (grading guides). The biggest advantage of ru-
brics is that they communicate the teacher’s grading guidelines to the student.
Rubrics often avoid the common complaint that a grade was “subjective” (usu-
ally meaning unfair). They also communicate a clear message to the writer
about what the evaluator thinks is successful and what he or she thinks needs
more work.

Two analytic options appear on the extreme end of the continuum: crite-
rion-referenced evaluation and assignment-generated evaluation. We next turn
to these options.

Criterion-referenced Evaluation

The most atomistic analytic approach is criterion-referenced evaluation,
which attempts to take into account every possible criterion of good writing at
any level. A criterion-referenced evaluation system would look at Chapter 3 of
this book (or a similar source) and make a list of all the items in context, con-
tent, structure, mechanics, and process that are appropriate to the grade-level
being taught. Items in the list would then be weighted by points, and a grade
could be determined. For example, a criterion-referenced scoring sheet for a
fourth-grade expository writing (based on the Arizona Essential Skills docu-
ment in Chapter 3) might look like Figure 4.1. Henry, a fourth-grade student in
Mrs. Spiro’s class, has turned in the essay in Figure 4.2. Mrs. Spiro grades
Henry’s essay using the criterion-referenced scoring sheet. Her completed scor-
ing sheet looks like Figure 4.3.

Some Advantages of Criterion-referenced Evaluation
a. It evaluates each of the identified skills of the good writer.
b. It lists for the student everything the evaluator wants him or her to work

on.

Some Disadvantages of Criterion-referenced Evaluation
a. It assumes that the quality of a piece of writing is the sum of its parts.
b. It evaluates a product without reference to current instruction.
c. It can overwhelm both students and teachers.

Assignment-generated Evaluation

A second type of analytic evaluation is based on criteria generated by a par-
ticular assignment. In this approach, someone—the teacher, the students, or
everyone together—generates a grading guide based on the particular assign-
ment. Sometimes these rubrics look like criterion-referenced grading sheets tai-
lored for a particular type of writing (expository or personal narrative, for
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FIGURE 4.1. Criterion-referenced Grading Sheet
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FIGURE 4.2. Henry’s Essay
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FIGURE 4.2. Henry’s Essay (continued)
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FIGURE 4.2. Henry’s Essay (continued)
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FIGURE 4.3. Criterion-referenced Grading Sheet for “San Francisco Peaks”



example); most, however, have fewer criteria—six to ten. An example of an as-
signment-generated rubric for primary students (grades 1–3) writing friendly
letters to a character from a reading assignment might look like this:

Letter is to someone in the story we read (+, �)

Letter mentions something from the story (+, �, �)

Letter tells something about the writer (+, �, �)

Letter form is followed (+, �, �)

date

Dear ,

paragraphs are indented properly

Love or Your friend,

signature

Periods are in the right places (+, �, �)

Pod partners have made suggestions (+, �, �)

Final copy is neat and ready to mail (+, �, �)

Grade (+, �, �).

Miriam turns in the letter illustrated in Figure 4.4.
We can evaluate Miriam’s letter using the rubric. The letter is addressed to

Koko, the main character in the story. It mentions that Miriam is glad Koko got
a new cat and tells several things about her pets. The letter form is good (the
date, opening and closing, her signature—the P.S. is something she added her-
self!), but the paragraphs are not indented properly. The periods are correct,
Miriam has participated in her pod-revision group, and the final copy is neat.
Mr. Avery, her teacher, gives Miriam a “+” on her letter, but suggests that she
make one more copy, correcting her paragraphing before she mails it.

The best time to design an assignment-generated rubric is when you design
the assignment. Rubrics can be shared with children in words or in pictures.
One good way to create an assignment-generated rubric is to use the following
process:

1. Set instructional goals for the assignment.
2. Prioritize the goals.
3. Set points or percentages for each of the instructional goals according to

its priority. (This is the rubric or grading guide.)
4. Share the rubric with your students when you make the assignment.
5. Spend class time teaching the goals on the rubric as they apply to this as-

signment.
6. Have students revise their drafts following the rubric.

(For a more thorough discussion of matching rubrics to instructional purposes,
see Bratcher, The Learning-to-Write Process in Elementary Classrooms, pp.
162–174.)
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FIGURE 4.4. Miriam’s Letter



Some Advantages of Assignment-generated Evaluation
a. It communicates to students the goals of the particular assignment.
b. It changes as instruction changes.

Some Disadvantages of Assignment-generated Evaluation
a. It may not be sensitive to a particular strength or weakness in an indi-

vidual student’s writing.
b. It may emphasize the differences in writing tasks rather than the similar-

ities.

Blended Approaches

Blended approaches to grading writing usually include a list of criteria for
the assignment and sample papers that illustrate acceptable and unacceptable
responses. Primary-trait evaluation and questions for grading are both blended
approaches.

Primary-trait Evaluation

Primary-trait evaluation is similar to assignment-generated evaluation in
that writing is evaluated against a list of criteria, but in this approach, the list is
much shorter. Primary-trait evaluation is generally used to highlight founda-
tional matters by selectively focusing students’ attention on very few issues.

A primary-trait rubric designed to evaluate expository writing (how to play
a game) by second-graders early in the year might look something like this:

1. The piece is focused on one game.
2. The writing describes the game.
3. The piece is presented in direction format.

The teacher’s primary instructional purpose is to help students learn to focus
on a single topic in their writing. Therefore, the three traits Mrs. Garcia chooses
are all designed to direct her students’ attention to that instructional purpose.
While other writing skills are inherent in this assignment (sequencing, spell-
ing, clarity, etc.), she decides not to grade on these other proficiencies for this
assignment. She uses a “+,” “�,” and “�” to grade with. Floyd turns in the paper
in Figure 4.5. Using her primary-trait rubric and sample papers from the year
before, Mrs. Garcia arrives at a “+” for Floyd’s paper. The writing is focused on
one game (Scrabble); it describes the game by including information about the
object of the game, the number of players needed, and how to win; it is pre-
sented like game directions as a numbered list.

Natelle, another student in Mrs. Garcia’s class, turns in the paper in Figure
4.6. Using the primary trait guide, Mrs. Garcia gives Natelle’s paper a “–”: the
paper is not set up in direction format, rather it is written like an essay; the de-
scription of the game does not include the object of the game (a form of chase)
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FIGURE 4.5. Floyd’s Paper
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FIGURE 4.6. Natelle’s Paper
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FIGURE 4.6. Natelle’s Paper (continued)



or the fact that there is not really a winner and loser; the writing wanders off
into other games (building a snowman, baseball, and bubblegum). Mrs. Garcia
suggests that Natelle read some of her classmates’ stories and then talks to her
about her own. She suggests that Natelle do a revision to raise her grade.

A specific type of primary-trait evaluation called “Six-Traits” is important
to mention here because it has come into such wide use. This evaluation tool,
developed over a fifteen-year period by Oregon teachers, the Northwest Re-
gional Educational Laboratory, and Vicki Spandel (2000), delineates six char-
acteristics of good writing: idea development, organization, voice, word choice,
sentence fluency, and conventions. Figures 4.7–4.10 illustrate sample papers
and six-trait criteria (Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards, 1999). These
papers were written by third-graders in Arizona responding to the prompt:
“Most people have at least one thing that means a lot to them. Think of some-
thing you have that you would like to keep forever. Tell about it so that your
readers can picture it in their minds and understand why it is special.”

While the six traits unquestionably appear in good writing at all levels, it
remains for the classroom teacher to prioritize the traits according to instruc-
tional goals. As with assignment-generated rubrics, teachers can focus evalua-
tion of student writing based on what instruction has actually taken place in the
classroom rather than feeling obligated to evaluate every student paper on ev-
ery trait. One useful way of looking at the six traits (or any other primary-trait
inventory, for that matter) is by superimposing the writing process on the traits
and asking where in the process of writing writers usually address the particu-
lar trait. As Figure 4.11 illustrates, concern about particular traits appear, reap-
pear, and finally disappear as writers come closer to finishing their task, so no
magic formula exists to determine when to teach a particular trait. Neverthe-
less, the notion that different traits are more or less important at different
points in the process of developing a piece of writing is useful.

Some Advantages of Primary-trait Evaluation
a. It focuses the student on a small number of instructional items.
b. It is highly responsive to instruction.

Some Disadvantages of Primary-trait Evaluation
a. It may allow students to de-emphasize past instruction.
b. It may overlook some important criteria.
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FIGURE 4.9.



60 PART II Evaluation Options

FIGURE 4.10.



Questions for Grading

Another approach to grading is based on a set of questions. Sometimes
these questions may be preset, like the journalist’s questions; sometimes they
may be generated for the particular assignment. Questions have analytical char-
acteristics because they focus the evaluator on a set of specific items; they have
holistic characteristics because they take into account the whole of the piece for
the answer to any particular question. An example of this approach, appropri-
ate for intermediate students writing a story, might be the “W” questions. The
evaluation guide might look something like this:

The story answers the following questions:

Who? (20%)

What? (20%)

When? (20%)

Where? (20%)

Why? (20%).

Kassandra, a student in Mr. Ruggles’ class, turns in the story in Figure 4.12.
Using the questions to guide his grading, Mr. Ruggles gives Kassandra’s story
90%. Her story does a good job with “who” (full credit—20%). Chica is a
clearly described, whimsical character. Her story also does a good job with
“what” (full credit—20%). Chili peppers are described (how they grow, their
hot characteristics, how they can be neutralized, that they are canned, etc.).
The “when” of the story is there, but less clear (partial credit—15%). We know

CHAPTER 4 Approaches to Grading 61

FIGURE 4.11. Traits and the Writing Process
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FIGURE 4.12. Kassandra’s Story



it happens at night, but that is all. We don’t know (although we might guess)
what time of year it is or how old the narrator is at the time of the story. Like-
wise, the “where” is a bit fuzzy (partial credit—15%). We know the story takes
place in the kitchen, but it is not described. The why of the story is clear (full
credit—20%). A noise has awakened the narrator. The ending of the story—an-
other noise—suggests another story!

Here is an example of assignment-generated questions for grading. Mrs.
Washington teaches second grade. Her students have just finished studying the
body. She asks each student to choose an organ and write an acrostic poem
about that organ. She creates these questions for grading:

Does your poem use all of the letters of the organ’s name?

Does your poem tell at least three things about the organ?

Georgia, a student in Mrs. Washington’s class, turns in the poem in Figure 4.13.
Using sun, cloud, and rain stickers for her “grades,” Mrs. Washington puts a
sun sticker on Georgia’s poem because the answer to both questions is “yes”:
Georgia’s poem uses all the letters in “liver,” and it tells three things about the
liver (that it cleans the blood, that people die without a liver, and that mammals
other than humans have livers, too).

Andrew turns in the poem in Figure 4.14. Mrs. Washington puts a cloud
sticker on Andrew’s poem because the answer to one of the questions is a “yes”
and the answer to the second question is “no”: Andrew’s poem uses all the let-
ters in “kidney,” but tells only one correct thing about kidneys (that they fight
germs). Mrs. Washington asks Andrew to redo the kidney center and rewrite
his poem.

Some Advantages of Questions for Grading
a. They can offer a new way of looking at writing.
b. They can be tailored to the particular assignment.

Some Disadvantages of Questions for Grading
a. They may be prejudicial to one aspect of a piece of writing, overlooking

other important features.
b. If overused, they may be ignored by students.

Holistic Approaches

Holistic approaches to measuring writing quality evaluate the success (or
lack of it) of a whole piece of writing. Evaluation, by its very nature, compares a
piece of writing to something outside itself; holistic grading depends on com-
parisons with other pieces of writing rather than on comparisons against a pre-
determined scale of criteria. Two different types of holistic measures are dis-
cussed here: “cluster” grading (within-group comparison grading) and
“anchor” grading (sometimes called “benchmark,” “prototype,” or “touch-
stone”). “Impressionistic” grading, a sort of pseudo-holistic grading, which is
often referred to as “holistic grading,” causing confusion, is also discussed.

CHAPTER 4 Approaches to Grading 63



64 PART II Evaluation Options

FIGURE 4.13. Georgia’s Poem
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FIGURE 4.14. Andrew’s Poem



Cluster Grading

In this approach papers are compared not against criteria, but against pa-
pers within the class group. Here’s how it works. An entire set of papers from a
single class on a single assignment is read more than once. (For cluster grading
to work, the pieces of writing must have something in common. Most teachers
who use cluster grading design assignments that have a common structure—
say poetry or exposition or imaginative stories—but that allow for individual
topic choice.) On the first reading, the evaluator makes three stacks of papers as
he or she reads. One stack represents “good” papers. A second stack represents
papers that clearly “need improvement.” A third stack represents papers that
are somewhere “in between.” A second reading of the papers validates the first
impression: some papers may be moved from one stack to another. At this point
papers in the “good” stack may be assigned a grade of “+,” papers in the “needs
improvement” stack may be assigned a “�,” and so on. If, however, a five-point
scale (“1–5” or “+, �+, �, ��, �,” or “A–F”) is used, a third reading is required.
At this point the three stacks become five. The “good” stack is divided into an
“A” stack and a “B” stack. The “needs improvement stack” is divided into an
“F” stack and a “D” stack. The “in between” stack is divided among the “B”
stack, the “C” stack, and the “D” stack. A final rapid reading of each stack vali-
dates the evaluator’s decisions.

Let’s look at an example. Mr. Martinez teaches fourth grade. He has just
finished teaching a poetry unit, and his students have handed in their poems to
be graded. On a quick first reading some of the poems stand out as carefully
constructed—as “good” poems he can be enthusiastic about. He puts these po-
ems in one stack. A few of the poems stand out as having been carelessly tossed
together—as “weak” poems in which he is disappointed. He puts them in a sec-
ond stack. The rest of the poems are somewhere in between—they have charac-
teristics that he is enthusiastic about as well as characteristics that disappoint
him. He puts them in a third stack. Since he does not wish to make finer dis-
tinctions than “+,” “�,” and “�,” he simply rereads his stacks, validating his
grouping. He switches a few poems here and there—Suzy’s poem (one of the
first he read) doesn’t seem as strong as the rest of the poems in the “+” pile, so
he moves it to the “�” pile. Isaac’s poem, on the other hand, seems stronger on
a second reading than he first thought. He moves it from the “�” pile to the “+”
pile. Once this second reading is complete, he places the grades on the poems,
according to stack. He then makes a rapid survey of each stack, making sure he
still agrees with his grades.

Some Advantages of Cluster Grading
a. It compares writers to their immediate peers, to students who have had

the same instruction as well as the same assignment.
b. Once the evaluator is familiar with this system, it is a relatively fast

method.

Some Disadvantages of Cluster Grading
a. It provides only a grade to a student. There is no systematic feedback

provided on what the student has done well or what he or she needs to
keep working on.
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b. It can create rivalry among student writers in a class.
c. It depends on the intuitional evaluation of a single grader.

Anchor Evaluation

Anchor evaluation is an approach that is used for large-scale writing assess-
ments. While an individual teacher would not use anchor evaluation, grade-
level teams might use it in a particular district. In this approach evaluators read
representative responses to a prompt and sort the responses into groups as in
cluster evaluation. In a norming (scoring) session, they discuss their choices
with each other to arrive at a common understanding of what a very successful
response looks like, what an unsuccessful response looks like, and what aver-
age responses look like. (Most often anchor holistic scoring works with a 4-
point scale with 4 being high and 1 being low.)

The group then chooses anchor papers (sometimes called benchmark pa-
pers) to keep individual scores from drifting from the norms. Once the evalu-
ation process begins, each student paper is read by two evaluators and given
two independent scores. If the two scores agree, the paper is scored as a pure
number (a 4, 3, 2, or 1). If the two scores do not agree, but are within 1 point
of each other, the paper is scored as a half-point score (3.5, 2.5, 1.5). If the
two scores are more than a single point apart, the paper is read by a third eval-
uator before it is scored. The poems in Figure 4.15 illustrate anchor evalua-
tion. The writing prompt asked third-graders in the state of Arizona to write a
6-line poem about a toy that used descriptive words and told how they felt
about their toy (Arizona Student Assessment Program, 1995). The explana-
tions that follow each anchor describe the common scores and rationale ar-
rived at in the norming sessions.

The poem in Figure 4.16 was written to the same assignment that the an-
chors were written to. This poem, “Fuzzy Bear,” is more like the “4-point” an-
chor. The relationship between the writer and the toy is well described. The set-
ting in which the toy is kept is also well described. The emotional attachment is
well established. Furthermore, the poem contains physical description of the
toy as well as some rhyme. “Fuzzy Bear,” then, would be scored “4.”

Some Advantages of Anchor Evaluation
a. More than one person is involved in determining what quality of writing

constitutes a particular level of work or grade.
b. Once the evaluator is familiar with the anchors, this is probably the fast-

est way to determine a grade.

Some Disadvantages of Anchor Evaluation
a. It is isolated from instruction and does not allow for different emphases

in grading over time.
b. It provides only a grade to a student. There is no systematic feedback

provided on what the student has done well or what he or she needs to
keep working on.
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Impressionistic Grading

Impressionistic grading is sometimes referred to as holistic grading, but it
is really the “subjective” grading most of us objected to when we were students.
All grading is subjective (that is, based on the evaluator’s value system), but im-
pressionistic grading has the added drawback that nowhere are the values made
explicit, even by pointing to writing that illustrates the values being sought. Im-
pressionistic grading is therefore less defensible and less useful as a method of
communication. As a quick method of categorizing papers it is probably reli-
able—if the teacher has had lots of experience grading and if he or she does not
have any clues as to the identity of the writer. But even if the teacher is rela-
tively inexperienced, impressionistic evaluation can be a useful tool in the in-
terim stages of writing. For example, when Anna comes to Ms. Lehmann’s desk
with a first draft and asks “How’s my story?”—she reads it through rapidly and
answers on her impressions—“I really like the excitement when you found
your puppy, but I want to know more about what he looks like.”

Some Advantages of Impressionistic Grading
a. It is very fast.
b. Since it is traditional, it is often accepted by parents.

Some Disadvantages of Impressionistic Grading
a. It is personally based, subject to the enthusiasms and irritations of the

moment.
b. It can be attacked as “subjective.”
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Chapter Summary

Grading approaches can be classified along a continuum with analytic ap-
proaches at one end and holistic approaches at the other. Analytic approaches
(criterion-referenced evaluation and assignment-generated evaluation) are based
on the assumption that a piece of writing is equal to the sum of its parts. They,
therefore, attempt to identify and list the parts of the writing being targeted for
instruction. Student work is graded by reference to the list.

Primary-trait scoring and questions for grading fall somewhere on the mid-
dle of the continuum, between analytic and holistic approaches. They examine
a piece of writing as a whole, but they do so against a list of a small number of
traits and a sample paper.

Holistic approaches look at a piece of writing as a whole. They ask the
question, “How does this piece of writing work?” They do not examine each
puzzle piece separately. So, for example, mechanics are not noticed unless they
call attention to themselves—if there are so many errors that the piece is unin-
telligible or noticeably flawed. (The same is true for context, structure, and
content.) There are two common holistic approaches: anchor evaluation and
cluster grading.

EXERCISES

For Analytic Approaches
1. From a school curriculum guide or from your state’s guidelines, make a

criterion-referenced rubric for poetry written by intermediate writers
(grades 4–6).

2. Using the same tools as in Exercise 1, make a criterion-referenced rubric
for another kind of writing at a primary level.

3. Choose a piece of writing from the Appendix. First, design an assign-
ment that the writing might be responding to. Next, using your school
or state guidelines (or the guidelines provided in Chapter 3), design an
assignment-generated rubric. Grade the paper accordingly.

For Holistic Approaches
4. Using the anchors reproduced in the text (Arizona’s Instrument to Mea-

sure Standards, 1999), score the samples in Figures 4.17–4.18.
5. As a group, locate one complete set of papers from a classroom. Take

turns grading the set using a “+,” “�,” “�” system of cluster grading.
Compare the final grades. On how many papers did you agree? Discuss
the papers on which you disagreed.

6. Using the same set of papers in Exercise 5, as a group choose an anchor
for the “+,” “�,” “�” groups. (This exercise is only a simulation, anchors
would never be chosen from one set of papers!)

For Blended Approaches
7. From the criterion-referenced rubric you created in Exercise 2, make a

primary-trait rubric to use early in the year and a second one to use late
in the year.
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8. Find a paper in the Appendix that is appropriate to the rubrics you cre-
ated in Exercise 7. Using your rubrics, grade it twice. How do the grades
compare?

9. Choose a second paper from the Appendix. Design (or choose) a set of
questions for grading that is appropriate to the topic. Evaluate the paper
using your questions. Trade papers with someone else in your group.
Using his or her questions, grade his or her paper. Have him or her
grade yours. Compare your grades.

References Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards, 3rd Grade Student Guide to AIMS. Phoenix,
AZ: Arizona Department of Education, 1999.

Arizona Student Assessment Program. Riverside, CA: Riverside Publishing Company,
1995.

Bratcher, Suzanne. The Learning-to-Write Process in Elementary Classrooms. Mahwah,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc. 1997, pp. 162–174.

Spandel, Vicki. Creating Writers, 3rd edition. New York: Addison-Wesley/Longman,
2000.
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Response strategies are techniques that teachers use to communicate the
grades they have arrived at by using one of the approaches in Chapter 4. There
is no hard-and-fast pairing of particular response strategies with particular
grading approaches: a student conference may be centered around a primary-
trait assessment of the piece of writing, an assignment-generated rubric, or a
holistic anchor paper, for example. Three common ways of responding to stu-
dent writing are with oral responses, with written responses, and with grades
without comments. While these ways of responding are very different in how
they communicate, all of them can be useful at one time or another.

Oral Responses

Writing Conferences

Using this response method, teachers sit down with students one-on-one
and orally discuss the evaluation. Usually a rubric, an anchor paper from out-
side the class, or a checklist forms the basis for the discussion. A few guidelines
will get you started on student conferences:

Let the student talk first.
Ask leading questions:

Which part of this piece are you happiest with? Why?

Which parts don’t sound right? Can you explain that part to me in another
way?

What things gave you trouble in this piece of writing?

How can I help you?

When you talk . . .

Keep it positive—“I like this part a lot.” And be concrete—“I like the name
you chose for the dog in your story.”
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Make suggestions, not criticisms. Suggestions focus on the positive—what
can be done better—and they are just suggestions (that is, your point of view);
they are not demands or orders. Suggestions leave the ownership of the next ac-
tion with the writer, not with the teacher. Criticisms focus on what’s wrong
without giving any feedback about how the “mistake” can be corrected. When
discussing a weak point in the writing, it is always a good idea to point to a
place where the writer has done a good job. So, for example, a teacher might
say, “I think your story would be more interesting if you described the trail
more. Remember your last story—the one about the first time you made
brownies? In that story I knew that your kitchen had coffeepots on the wallpa-
per. Can you tell me things like that about the trail so I can see it in my head
like I could see the kitchen in my head?” This kind of suggestion is concrete—
and it draws on something the writer has done well before.

Talk about the piece of writing, not about the writer. Say “Your story does a
good job when it . . .” or “Your story would be stronger if it . . .” not “You did a
good job,” or “You need to improve . . .”

Stick to the things you’re teaching at the moment (evaluating on) unless
the student brings up something else.

Keep it short. Make suggestions; don’t rewrite the student’s work orally.

If the conference is being used to put a grade on a piece . . .
First, ask the student what grade he or she would give the piece, and why.

Next, state what grade you think the piece should have and why. Finally, nego-
tiate between your two positions if there is a difference.

Let’s look at an example. In this situation Ms. O’Neil has asked her interme-
diate-level students to write a descriptive piece about an animal they like. Her
instruction has focused on descriptive language and punctuation. She is using a
primary-trait approach to evaluate the writing on those two items. Crystal
brings the piece in Figure 5.1 to her conference with Ms. O’Neil. The confer-
ence goes like this:

Ms. O’Neil (M): Hi, Crystal. Are you ready to evaluate your descriptive
piece?

Crystal (C): It’s a poem.
M: O.K. Let’s take a look at it. Tell me what you wrote about.
C: Tigers.
M: Great. You like cats, don’t you?
C: [Nods.]
M: O.K. This time we’re working on descriptions and punctuation, right?

Tell me what you think works well in your poem.
C: I like my descriptions. I think I told a lot about the tiger.
M: [Reads.] Yes. I agree. I especially like this description of the tiger being

so quiet. What else?
C: My handwriting is smaller. I got more on the page.
M: That’s right. Good. You’ve been working on your handwriting haven’t

you?
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C: Yes. It doesn’t look so babyish now.
M: Good. Anything you’re not happy with about this poem?
C: I’m worried about punctuation. I think I wrote some run-on sentences.
M: What is a run-on sentence?
C: It’s just I keep going and going. There should be a period, but I don’t

put it.
M: How do you find one?
C: I have to read back through it and when I run out of breath, I say,

“Should there be a period? Yeah.” I can’t keep going. Because usually I
just put a comma right after the subject. Like ‘The beach was pretty, the
seagulls flew,’ no period between those, so I have to put one.

M: O.K. That’s good. So show me a run-on sentence in your poem. I see a
couple. Can you find them?

C: Maybe a period after “quiet.”
M: Right. Do you see the next one?
C: After “food.”
M: Good! There are two more. See if you can find them.
C: “The tiger runs to catch its food.”
M: Did you learn about semicolons last year?
C: Yes. A comma with a dot over it.
M: Do you know what a semicolon means?
C: There’s either a comma there or a period there or something.
M: [Nods.] It means a period ought to go here—that’s what the dot is—

but I want a comma to go here—that’s what the comma is. And so it’s
strong enough to stand in the place of a period, but it still keeps it one
sentence like a comma would. Like the first—a semicolon would be re-
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ally good between “the tiger is so quiet” and “it’s like a tree swaying in
the wind.” Can you tell me why?

C: Because it’s all the same subject.
M: Exactly. The tiger is quiet and the tiger is like a tree.
C: Yeah.
M: Now tell me about the next one.
C: Well, “quiet as a mouse” tells how he stalks his food.
M: Exactly. And what about the last one. Would you put a period or a

semicolon?
C: Well, I’d put a period.
M: I would too. How come?
C: Because the tiger pounces is one idea and the prey was a mouse is an-

other idea.
M: Right. The tiger is the worker in this sentence. The mouse is the worker

in the other one, so a period separates them into two sentences. That’s
good. Why don’t you take your poem and fix all the run-ons?

C: O.K.
M: How do you think you’ll feel about this poem once you’re done with it?
C: I think it’s pretty good. Maybe I’ll put it in my portfolio.
M: Good idea.

Sometimes teachers use group conferences. If she had read the writing
ahead of time and realized that several students were ready to learn about semi-
colons, Ms. O’Neil might have chosen to group three or four writers together
for this conference rather than dealing only with Crystal. In situations where
grades would be determined by the conference, however, group conferences are
not a good idea.

If the conference stalls . . .
Occasionally writing conferences don’t work as we imagine they’re going to

or even as they have in the past. If we take a few minutes to analyze our interac-
tions in a particular conference, we can often identify specific problems. Some-
times problems stem from our misunderstanding what the child is trying to do
and inadvertently making suggestions that make the writing more ours than
the child’s. Other times, problems arise because children aren’t far enough
along in their writing to be ready to talk about their work. The reverse situation
can stall conferences just as easily: if children are finished with a particular
piece and have no unresolved issues, there may not be very much to say in a
conference. When a writing conference seems to be stalling, then, the best rem-
edy is to return the focus of the conference to the child and listen carefully. As
Lois Bridges reminds us in Writing as a Way of Knowing, we should always lis-
ten first as a caring, compassionate human being and second as a writing
teacher (p. 77). (For a research-based look at why writing conferences some-
times don’t work and recommendations for getting them back on track, see Jodi
Nickel’s article, “When Writing Conferences Don’t Work,” in the November
2001 issue of Language Arts.)
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Some Advantages of Writing Conferences
a. Students have a chance to explain what they did and give input into the

evaluation.
b. Students get immediate explanations of the evaluation; these explana-

tions offer on-the-spot teaching opportunities.
c. The teacher receives immediate feedback regarding his or her assess-

ment of the student’s writing; negotiation is possible.

Some Disadvantages of Writing Conferences
a. Conferences are time-consuming.
b. Negative confrontations sometimes occur. (Students can become emo-

tional.)

Tape-recorded Responses

Tape-recorded responses are one-way “conferences” with students; teach-
ers who use this method simply speak their responses into a tape recorder and
provide an opportunity (and the equipment) for students to listen to the tape-
recorded message. The guidelines are the same as for two-way conferences: be
positive, be concrete, offer suggestions rather than criticisms, talk about the
piece of writing rather than the writer, keep it short, and stick to what is being
evaluated.

Some Advantages of Tape-recorded Responses
a. Students get an explanation of the grade with some revision tips.
b. Tape-recordings do not take as much time as face-to-face conferences.

Some Disadvantages of Tape-recorded Responses
a. They require a tape recorder, tapes, and a listening station.
b. The teacher does not get feedback from the student.

Now let’s look at a scenario for using oral responses. Ms. Ratliff teaches
sixth grade. For the most part, her students are enthusiastic writers. In the
spring she teaches a unit on state history. She requires all of them to do a piece
of writing, but she allows them to make choices about what kinds of things they
want to write. Some of her students are working on research reports; some are
writing tall tales; a few are writing letters to state legislators. The grading ap-
proach Ms. Ratliff is using is an analytic approach, assignment-generated ru-
brics (she has designed a rubric for the research report, another for a tall tale, a
third for a letter). She decides to have conferences to grade the writing because
the pieces are so highly individualized.

She schedules ten minutes for each conference. The first student she sees,
Maureen, has written a research report about the wildflowers of the state. Ms.
Ratliff gets out the research report rubric (which Ms. Ratliff had given to
Maureen when she chose her topic). She asks Maureen to tell her about her re-
port by referring to the rubric. Maureen points out the strong points and the
things that gave her trouble. Ms. Ratliff agrees with Maureen’s analysis of her
report. She makes a few suggestions for revision and they agree on a grade of
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“B.” Ms. Ratliff suggests that Maureen revise her report according to their dis-
cussion and the rubric if she would like to have an “A.”

Written Responses

Using the Computer

Teachers who work in a computer lab often compose written responses to
their students at the end of the computer file containing the piece of writing be-
ing evaluated. Other teachers who have computers at home compose letters to
students on their own word processors and print them out for distribution. The
guidelines for these letters are similar to the guidelines for writing conferences
and tape-recorded responses.

Handwritten Notes

Handwritten notes usually appear in three forms: Post-it notes positioned
throughout the piece of writing, a code system of editor’s marks throughout the
piece, and comments at the end. Post-it notes have the advantage of leaving the
writer’s work intact. They can literally be removed and followed or ignored.
The student writer retains ownership of the writing. Systems of editor’s marks
throughout the paper, while common in practice, rob students of ownership,
are often confusing, and tend to focus on the negative. Comments at the end of-
ten get overlooked. Written notes should also follow the guidelines for writing
conferences.

Grading Sheets

A grading sheet is usually a teacher-made form (often simply a copy of a ru-
bric) designed to provide standardized responses to an entire class of writers.
Grading sheets have the advantage of superimposing an appearance of stan-
dardization on grading. This is also their disadvantage.

Some Advantages of Written Responses
a. They provide a permanent record of teacher response.
b. They can be brief or lengthy, depending on need.
c. They can be made without the student being physically present.

Some Disadvantages of Written Responses
a. Traditionally they have focused on the negative.
b. They are often ignored or overlooked by students.

Now let’s look at a scenario for using written responses for grading. Re-
member Mr. Martinez and his poems from cluster grading? Because he is
pressed for class time (achievement testing is underway), he decides to respond
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to his fourth graders in writing. For example, he writes Tina a note on his home
computer commenting on what he likes about her poem—the imagery. (Tina’s
poem was in the “�” group.) He suggests that she read several poems by class-
mates (from the “+” group) if she wants to revise her poem.

A Word of Caution

Some teachers believe that written comments on student work shifts own-
ership of the writing from the student to the teacher. While I believe that a shift
in ownership can happen with any response style, we most often write com-
ments to students when they are not present, thereby increasing the possibility
of losing sight of individual students’ purposes. In their book Exploring and
Teaching the English Language Arts, Stephen Tchudi and Diana Mitchell recom-
mend varying response strategies rather than depending too heavily on written
comments (pp. 284–285). I concur.

Grades without Comments

Grades without comments communicate very little to students. However,
in situations where students will not have their papers returned or where they
will not revise, grades without comments get the job done very quickly. At
other times during the year, however, they can be disappointing to students
who have worked hard on their writing. Sometimes teachers choose to provide
voluntary opportunities for students who would like in-depth responses to ac-
company their grades. These students sign up for conferences to discuss their
grades, but students who are happy with simply a grade are accommodated as
well. The disadvantage to this approach is that often only a few students ap-
proach the teacher for comments.

Here is a possible scenario. Mr. Foster teaches third grade. In his school,
students must write an end-of-the-year writing sample to pass along to their
next year’s teacher. Because the students do not get their papers back and they
have no opportunity to revise, Mr. Foster simply puts grades on the papers
(with no response) and includes them in the last nine weeks’ writing grade.

Chapter Summary

Teacher responses can be delivered orally by face-to-face conferences or by
tape-recorded messages. They can also be delivered in written form by com-
puter, Post-it notes, a system of editor’s marks, or comments at the end of the
piece. Using any of these strategies, teacher responses should be positive and
concrete, should focus on the piece of writing rather than on the writer, and
should offer suggestions rather than criticisms.
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EXERCISES

1. Think back to when you were an elementary school student. What
method(s) did your teachers use to respond to your writing? List them.
How did you feel about the teachers’ responses to your writing? How
much did you learn from your teachers’ responses.

2. Think about the writing you do now. What kind of response is the most
helpful to you? What kind is the least helpful?

3. Write brief anecdotes of the most helpful and least helpful responses
you remember getting from a teacher about your writing. Share them
with your group.

4. Imagine a scenario in which you, as a teacher, might use in a positive
manner each of the response strategies described in this chapter. Imag-
ine a scenario for other response strategies with which you are familiar.
Discuss these scenarios with your group.

References Bridges, Lois. Writing as a Way of Knowing. York, Maine: Stenhouse Publishers, 1997.

Nickel, Jodi. “When Writing Conferences Don’t Work: Students’ Retreat from Teacher
Agenda.” Language Arts 79, 2 (November 2001): 136–147.

Tchudi, Steven and Diana Mitchell. Exploring and Teaching the English Language Arts,
4th edition. New York: Longman, 1999.
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Management systems are options that teachers have for arriving at cumula-
tive grades—grades for a nine-week grading period or for a year. This chapter
discusses four management systems: traditional grade averaging and three less-
traditional methods—checklists, contracts, and portfolios. Management sys-
tems are not grading approaches, nor are they response strategies, so both a
grading approach and a response strategy will have to be superimposed upon a
management system. For example, grades arrived at by some holistic measure
can still be averaged in a traditional way or they can be grouped into a portfolio.
They can be reported to students in conferences, on tapes, in notes, and so
forth. Some grading approaches work better with some management systems
than others, and some response strategies seem to “fit” better, but there are no
hard-and-fast rules for matching a management system with grading ap-
proaches and response strategies—always there are choices, options. The con-
text of the individual classroom is what drives the decisions. (This issue is dis-
cussed in depth in Part III.)

Grade Averaging

This traditional system assigns a mathematical value to a particular grade
and computes an average mathematical score. The mathematical value is then
reconverted to the appropriate grade. The process is often referred to as a com-
mon value system. Grade averaging works well with approaches that yield nu-
merical grades to begin with. Problems arise, however, when a grading ap-
proach yields something other than a number (a letter or a �, for example).

Common Value Systems

Common Value System #1

E (excellent) = above 85%

S (satisfactory) = between 85% and 70%

I (improving) = between 70% and 60%

N (needs to improve) = below 60%
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For example, Mr. Johnson has decided on the following system: E = 95; E�

= 87; S+ = 82; S = 78; S� = 72; I+ = 68; I = 65; I� = 62. If Teresa, a student in his
class, has written four graded pieces with the grades of “E,” “E,” “S+,” and “S�,”
her nine-week grade might be calculated as follows:

95
95
82

+72
344 344 divided by 4 = 86

Teresa would receive an “E” for the nine weeks.

Common Value System #2

“+” = 80% or better

“�” = between 80% and 50%

“�” = less than 50%

If, for example, Tony had done five pieces of writing on which he had re-
ceived three grades of “+” and two grades of “�,” Ms. Brewer might average his
grade like this: 90 + 90 + 90 + 70 + 70 = 410. Since 410 divided by 5 is 82, Tony
would receive a “+” for the nine weeks.

Common Value System #3

A = 90%
B = 89%–80%
C = 79%–70%
D = 69%–60%
F = 59%–

If Angela had done seven pieces of graded writing in the nine weeks, and
had received grades of “C�,” “D+,” “C+,” “B�,” “C,” “C�,” and “C,” Mrs. Avery
might average her grade like this: 72 + 68 + 78 + 82 + 75 + 72 + 75 = 522. Since
522 divided by 7 is 74.6, Angela would receive a grade of “C” for the nine
weeks.

Variations of Grade Averaging

Point systems. Rather than using a letter grade at all, a teacher may assign
points to a piece of writing in the first place. So, for example, a “+” may be as-
signed a “3,” a “�” may be assigned a “2,” and a “�” may be assigned a “1.” In
this variation, Tony’s grade (common value system #2 discussed earlier) would
look like this: 3 + 3 + 3 + 2 + 2 = 13. Thirteen divided by 5 = 2.6, so Tony would
receive a “+” for the nine weeks.

Grade weighting. Rather than weighting each assignment equally, a teacher
may assign different point values to various pieces of writing. So, for example,
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the first piece of writing might be worth 50 points, the second two might be
worth 75 points, and the last worth 100 points, even though the assignments
were of about the same length. This variation assumes growth on the part of
students as time goes by. In this variation, Teresa’s grade (common value sys-
tem #1 discussed earlier) might look like this:

E (.95 × 50) 48
E (.95 × 75) 71
S+ (.82 × 75) 62
S� (.72 × 100) 72

253

Since there are 300 points possible, her nine-week grade would be 253 divided
by 300, or 84. She would receive an “S.”

In all three of the sample value systems, the teachers will still impose a
grading approach. For example, Mr. Johnson grades Teresa’s writing holisti-
cally against anchor papers provided by his district. Ms. Brewer grades Tony’s
writing with questions for grading, and Mrs. Avery creates rubrics for each in-
dividual assignment. Likewise, they all use different response strategies. Mr.
Johnson tapes his responses to Angela, Ms. Brewer gives Tony a grading sheet
based on the questions, and Mrs. Avery attaches Post-it-note comments
throughout Andrea’s writing.

Some Advantages of Grade Averaging
a. This is a traditional method of arriving at grades, used in most subject

areas. It is familiar.
b. Final grades are easy to “defend” using this system. The math involved

provides a sense of objectivity to a long-term grade.

Some Disadvantages of Grade Averaging
a. Converting letter grades to numbers and back again is a statistically un-

sound procedure. Letter grades divide student work into three to five
categories. Percentages assume 100 categories. Arbitrarily assigning a
percentage to a letter so that the letters can be “added up” leads to rela-
tively meaningless final grades.

b. As the example of Teresa shows, final grades can vary depending on
how points are assigned by the teacher.

Cumulative Records

Cumulative records provide a collected history of student achievement.
They allow a teacher to track the progress of individual students and see at a
glance which parts of the writing puzzle have been mastered and which parts
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need more work. Final grades can be determined based on cumulative perform-
ance rather than on the success of any single piece of writing.

Checklists

Checklists provide teachers with an at-a-glance overview of student prog-
ress. Cumulative checklists that catalog all the instructional goals for writing in
a given year can track when a particular student meets a particular goal. At any
time, then, the teacher can tell at a glance what focus an individual child might
need. Figure 6.1 is an example of a cumulative checklist for second-grade writ-
ing. This type of checklist is often developed from district curriculum guides or
lists of state standards.

Mr. Starner is a second-grade teacher who uses the checklist in Figure 6.1.
Andrea is a student in his class. As Andrea turns in her pieces of writing, Mr.
Starner records her successes on the checklist. A “�” in a box lets him know
that Andrea has successfully used the item identified. The first two sections of
Andrea’s checklist are illustrated in Figure 6.2.

At the end of the nine weeks, Mr. Starner knows that Andrea has success-
fully completed five out of the six items on these first two sections of the check-
list. Her writing still contains content gaps, and she has only recently demon-
strated a grasp of purpose in her writing, but she has enjoyed her own writing
from the first, and it is filled with details. Mr. Starner examines the rest of the
checklist in the same way. To arrive at a grade, however, he must impose a
grading approach on his management system. Because a checklist is analytic in
nature he will probably choose an analytic approach. This particular checklist
is based on an exhaustive list of criteria, so Mr. Starner will probably choose a
criterion-referenced approach and simply assign points to each category on his
checklist and add up Andrea’s grade.

But checklists can be used with other approaches as well. A primary-trait
checklist can be created, for example. Or the checklists from a whole class may
be graded using a cluster holistic method (one stack of the best checklists, a
second of the weakest, a third of those in between, etc.). Or a grade-level com-
mittee might choose anchor checklists for various grades, and teachers might
compare individual student checklists with the anchor profile. Checklists can
also be designed to be used by children. For primary children, these checklists
often use pictures as well as words. Figure 6.3 shows one way the sample
checklist in Figure 6.2 could be designed for Andrea to use herself. For a look at
some other examples of checklists designed to be used by children, see Bird,
Goodman, and Goodman, The Whole Language Catalog.

Mr. Starner will also need to choose a response strategy. For example, he
may schedule a conference with Andrea to discuss her checklist with her and to
suggest things she might like to focus on for the next nine weeks, or he may
give Andrea her checklist with its grade at the top (grade with no response), or
he may write her a note, and so forth.
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Some Advantages of Checklists
a. They provide a cumulative record of particular skills students have mas-

tered.
b. They show clearly which skills a student needs to continue to work on.

Some Disadvantages of Checklists
a. They assume that if a student can master a particular list of skills, his or

her writing will be good.
b. They superimpose an assumption that each item on the checklist is of

equal value, while in reality understanding the context of a piece of writ-
ing may be far more important to its success than having every word
spelled correctly.
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Anecdotal Records

Some teachers keep anecdotal records of observations of students over the
course of the year. Teachers who use writing workshop techniques often do
formal observations, noting how each student is performing in a specific area.
They then collect the notes from the observations in a file. As the year pro-
gresses, a picture of how the child is growing in writing skill emerges.

Some Advantages of Anecdotal Records
a. They provide a holistic view of student work.
b. They provide insight into aspects of student work that do not appear in

other kinds of records.

Some Disadvantages of Anecdotal Records
a. They are subjective, dependent on the teacher’s perception of what a

child is thinking or doing at a particular time.
b. They are sometimes incomplete.

Cumulative Writing Folders or District Portfolios

Because they do not result in grades per se, cumulative writing folders are
not technically a classroom management system. However, many school dis-
tricts maintain writing folders that follow elementary students from year to
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year, and so it seems appropriate to comment on them in this chapter. In this
system each teacher places one or more representative pieces of writing from
each child in his or her folder at the end of the year. The folders are then made
available for the next year’s teacher to examine when school starts, often before
the children return. Cumulative writing folders are intended to give an over-
view of each student’s development in writing throughout his or her elemen-
tary experience. Some districts or states connect cumulative folders with stan-
dards and mandate specific samples of writing at specific grade levels: personal
experience narrative at second-grade, for example. Sometimes districts require
teachers to include checklists or anecdotal records in cumulative writing fold-
ers. In recent years these multiyear collections of student writing have some-
times been called portfolios.

Some Advantages of Cumulative Writing Folders
a. They provide an overview of writing development over a long span of

time.
b. They provide insight into aspects of student work that do not appear in

other kinds of records.

Some Disadvantages of Cumulative Writing Folders
a. Because cumulative folders sometimes have no instructional purpose,

teachers may not use them, reducing the folders to just another collec-
tion of paper to maintain.

b. If a child has had a difficult year previously, the folder may give an inac-
curate picture of the child’s writing skill.

Contracts

This management system allows students to choose how much (and some-
times what type of) work they wish to do. Grades are attached to work that is
completed at a specified level of acceptability. Individual pieces of writing are
evaluated simply by the words “accepted,” “needs to be redone,” or “not done.”
While at first glance this management system may appear to be an exception to
the grade-approach rule, in reality a grade approach will still be superimposed
on a contract. A contract may be analytic or holistic: it may be based on comple-
tion of primary-trait criteria, for example, or on successful illustration of differ-
ent forms of writing (“successful” being judged holistically). In this manage-
ment system, however, individual grades are not accumulated. The long-term
grade is determined by the fulfillment (or lack of fulfillment) of the contract.

A sample will illustrate. The contract in Figure 6.4 might be used by Mr.
Adler in an intermediate classroom for a unit on expository writing.

This contract is an example of a primary-trait contract. For “N” the trait is
simply completion of the assignments. For “I” the traits are completion, organi-
zation, and general surface-level accuracy. For “S” the traits are completion, or-
ganization, accuracy, and process participation. For “E” the traits are the same
as for “S” but there is one more piece of writing required. If Mr. Adler grades his
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students using this contract, he will still have to choose a response strategy.
Will he have conferences? Will he write a letter to each student? Or will he
choose not to comment at all?

Some Advantages of Contracts
a. They reduce the decision making (and therefore the pressure) of final

grades.
b. Students know exactly what kind of and how much work is required for

a particular grade.
c. They allow students to make choices about what grade they wish to work

for, providing students who are not particularly interested in writing an
opportunity to focus their energy in channels of their own choosing.

Some Disadvantages of Contracts
a. Not all students fall neatly into contract packages. Teachers are left to

negotiate grades with those students who fulfill the requirements of a
particular grade but do so with marginal quality.
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b. Students with low self-images may opt to work for a lower grade than
they are actually capable of achieving, simply out of a lack of self-
confidence.

Portfolios

The term portfolio has come to have almost as many meanings as it has
teachers who use this system. In A Fresh Look at Writing, Donald Graves (1994)
says, “Students usually have two collections: a folder containing all their writ-
ing from the beginning of the school year, and a portfolio containing work they
have carefully selected from their folder.” By contrast, in The Art of Teaching
Writing, Lucy Calkins (1994) says, “A portfolio should not be confused with a
collection of Best Work. It is meant, instead, as a record of the writer’s journey.”
To further confuse matters, some districts call cumulative writing folders “port-
folios.” Basically, then, the term portfolio means whatever it means to the
speaker. As teachers, we simply have to listen and ask questions to clarify what
the speaker is thinking of when he or she says “portfolio.” There is no “right”
way to put together a portfolio, but there are different purposes behind portfo-
lios. Figure 6.5 illustrates four common purposes (Ryan, 1997).

When portfolios are used as a management system for grading, students
choose pieces of writing to be graded. As students finish assignments and proj-
ects, they collect all of their writing in a writing folder. When it is time for writ-
ing to be graded, students (and sometimes their parents) look back through
their folders and choose the pieces they consider to be their best writing. Figure
6.6 illustrates this (Ryan, 1997).

Once students have chosen their best work, they explain to the teacher why
they have chosen particular pieces and how they view their progress with
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writing. Figure 6.7 shows a prompt one third-grade teacher developed for this
purpose (Ryan, 1997). The teacher then evaluates the portfolios in light of stu-
dents’ self-evaluation. He or she may talk with other teachers about trends in
students’ portfolios, and teachers may trade portfolios to establish school-wide
grading norms. Once the teacher has arrived at grades, he or she conferences
with students and their parents about the portfolio.

Sometimes teachers use portfolios like a classroom cumulative writing
folder, grading each piece as it is completed and then giving a separate portfolio
grade for the student’s self-evaluation and overall presentation. Because portfo-
lios are a management system, teachers must still choose a grading approach
(analytic, primary-trait, holistic, etc.).

Portfolios that are graded with reference to a list of skills demonstrated
might be thought of as “criterion-referenced portfolios.” Portfolios that are
graded with reference to anchors or with reference to the other portfolios devel-
oped in the classroom might be thought of as “holistic portfolios.” It is possible
to create a set of questions to use as a grading approach with portfolios, or a
short list of primary-traits. In fact, portfolios can be developed using any of the
grading approaches.

An example will illustrate. Mrs. Ford has organized her fifth-graders’ writ-
ing into a portfolio system. Her curriculum guide requires her to teach the fol-
lowing types of writing over the course of the year:

personal narrative

friendly letter

business letter

description

directions

explanation

summary

comparison and contrast

persuasive writing

the short story

poetry

She divides these types of writing into four units: self-expressive writing
(personal narrative and friendly letter); expository writing (business letter, di-
rections, explanation, summary, comparison and contrast); persuasive writing;
and literary writing (description, short story, and poetry). Within each unit she
makes three or four writing assignments, all of which go into the students’ writ-
ing folders. At the end of each unit, she instructs her students to select the one
assignment they consider shows their best writing from that unit. These pieces
are then revised and edited with peer help and placed in their portfolios. At the
end of the year, each student has a portfolio containing four pieces of excellent
writing—one for each unit. If Mrs. Ford wishes to grade the pieces of writing as
the year goes along, she must determine whether she will use an analytic or a
holistic approach. If she wishes to look at the portfolios as entities, she must
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decide whether she wishes to look at them holistically (clusters of portfolios or
anchor portfolios), or if she wishes to look at them analytically (primary traits
of “E” portfolios, for example, or a list of criteria that “A” portfolios must
meet).

As with the other management systems, Mrs. Ford will choose a response
strategy. Conferences seem a natural companion for portfolios, but certain fac-
tors in the instructional context may make other choices appropriate as well.

Some Advantages of Portfolios
a. They can dramatically decrease the pressure of grades on students, thus

providing an environment conducive to risk-taking and real learning.
b. They can allow students to participate in the grading process by choos-

ing which pieces they wish to have graded.
c. They can decrease the pressure of grades on the teacher as well because

grading occurs much less frequently.
d. They can make an excellent focus for both student and parent confer-

ences.
e. They can make an excellent focus for school and district discussions of

writing instruction.

Some Disadvantages of Portfolios
a. Some students are uneasy receiving grades only periodically. They con-

tinually ask for reassurance—“How am I doing, teacher?”
b. The paper load may increase at grading time. The teacher may be faced

with evaluating four or five papers per student at one time rather than
seeing one paper at a time over a term.

Chapter Summary

Management systems provide options for teachers in determining long-
range grades. While grade averaging is the traditional management system,
checklists, contracts, and portfolios offer alternative methods of arriving at
nine-week or year-end grades. Each management system will be accompanied
by a grading approach—analytic or holistic—and a response strategy—oral,
written, or no comment.

EXERCISES

1. Create a holistic contract.

2. Create a rubric for grading a primary portfolio.

3. Which of the management systems described in this chapter have you expe-
rienced as a student? As a teacher? Add to the lists of advantages and disad-
vantages for those systems.
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4. Which of these management systems is new to you? Describe a situation in
which you think that system might be useful.

5. What local political ramifications of these management systems might you
have to cope with? (How are they viewed by power groups in your school
district?)
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Evaluation styles are options teachers have for centering the power of the
decisions. The power for the decisions may reside with the teacher (the tradi-
tional approach); it may reside with the student (self-evaluation) or with peers
(student-centered); it may reside with all three (teacher/student partnerships);
or it may reside outside the classroom (school or district guidelines).

Teacher-centered Evaluation

Teacher-centered grading is the traditional evaluation style. In this style,
teachers set grading standards, evaluate student work against those standards,
and assign grades. Teacher-centered evaluation can occur not only with tradi-
tional grading techniques such as analytic grading, comments at the end of a
paper, and grade averaging, but also with less traditional approaches, re-
sponses, and management systems.

For example, following a teacher-centered evaluation style, using an as-
signment-generated criteria approach, Mr. Thomas would design a rubric for a
personal narrative assignment and share that rubric with his students, explain-
ing to them what he thinks makes a strong piece of personal writing. The stu-
dents would write their papers and turn them in to him; Mr. Thomas would
compare each paper to his rubric and assign a grade. He might tape-record his
responses to his students and provide a listening station for them. He might av-
erage their grades at the end of the nine weeks, or he might collect their best
work in a portfolio to send home to parents.

Some Advantages of Teacher-centered Evaluation
a. As the most knowledgeable person in the class, the teacher retains con-

trol of the evaluation criteria (and thus the instructional goals).
b. Because this is the traditional evaluation style, most parents and stu-

dents are comfortable with it.

CHAPTER 7

Evaluation Styles

99



Some Disadvantages of Teacher-centered Evaluation
a. Classrooms often become autocratic when this evaluation style is used

exclusively.
b. Most students, especially as they get older, are not as concerned about

the teacher’s criteria for evaluation as they are about their peers’.

Self-evaluation

Self-evaluation of work is implicit in the choices for portfolios, but self-
evaluation can be used with other grading techniques as well. In self-evaluation
the student writer makes evaluation decisions. The student writer may choose
the form of the piece of writing, research it, and draw up a rubric against which
he or she plans to evaluate the final draft. Or the student writer may compare
the piece of writing against a checklist of criteria. The student writer may state
an appropriate grade for the portfolio and write a letter defending that decision.

Let’s look at an example. Miss Benjamin teaches second grade. Above all
she wants her students to become independent workers. She decides to have
her students use a self-evaluation style. She chooses a primary-trait grading ap-
proach, a written response strategy, and a checklist management system.

First, Miss Benjamin teaches personal writing to her students. She creates a
checklist of the different types of personal writing her students must complete
before the end of the unit. She reads them letters and stories written in the first
person; she has them tell personal stories to small groups; and she shares pieces
of her own personal writing with the class. Next, she asks each of her students
to choose one type of writing from the checklist. Once they have chosen, they
each make a list of the three things they like best in that type of writing. They
then write a piece using that form.

After her students have completed the final drafts of their personal pieces,
Miss Benjamin asks them to compare their own writing against their lists of
things they liked. She asks them to write her a letter telling her how they think
their own writing compared to their lists and check the piece off on the check-
list.

Self-evaluation occurs whenever student writers set their own goals and
compare their work against these goals. It may also play a part in other grading
techniques such as writing conferences. For example, students may be asked
open-ended questions that call for evaluative decisions: what was hardest about
this piece? What did you do better today? Writers’ journals may include self-
evaluation: after each assignment the student may be asked to write a journal
entry answering open-ended, evaluative questions.

Some Advantages of Self-evaluation
a. Students internalize criteria when they generate them.
b. Competition is against the self only.
c. Students take charge of their own progress.
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Some Disadvantages of Self-evaluation
a. Students may overlook some important pieces of the writing puzzle, re-

sulting in “practicing their oversights.”
b. Students who are not self-starters may be uncomfortable with self-

evaluation.
c. Administrators may need to be educated about how this evaluation style

works.
d. Parents may need to be educated about the advantages of this evaluation

style.

Peer-centered Evaluation

Peer-centered grading depends on the class for criteria, evaluation, and
grades. In this style, students cooperatively set the standards for writing assign-
ments; they evaluate one another’s work; and they assign grades to each other.
For example, in the same class cited in Mr. Thomas’s class (in the teacher-
centered evaluation discussed earlier), instead of working from Mr. Thomas’s
definition of good personal writing, the class would discuss the criteria of good
personal writing, based on their experiences. They would then create a class ru-
bric and write their papers. Then teams of students (perhaps peer revision
groups) would read the papers, compare them to the class-generated rubric,
and assign grades to each other.

Some Advantages of Peer-centered Evaluation
a. Students internalize criteria when they generate them.
b. Students learn from each other’s work when they evaluate their peers’

writing.

Some Disadvantages of Peer-centered Evaluation
a. Students do not possess the training and experience teachers have for

setting criteria.
b. Students are sometimes unreasonably hard on each other.
c. Administrators may need to be educated about how this evaluation style

works.
d. Parents may need to be educated about the advantages of this evaluation

style.

Teacher/Student Partnerships

This evaluation style depends on student input as well as teacher guidance.
A teacher may lead a discussion in which the class adds input to grading criteria
or creates a rubric or a checklist. In a conference, the teacher may work with
an individual student to set personal writing goals for the next assignment. In-
dividual or group contracts might be designed with both teacher and student
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input. The variation is endless. The common theme is input from both sides of
the teacher’s desk.

For example, Mr. Thomas might discuss the characteristics of good per-
sonal writing with his class. On the board they might together design a rubric
that contained some characteristics of good personal writing suggested by the
students and some suggested by Mr. Thomas. Together they would negotiate
the final form of the evaluation rubric. The students would write their papers,
help one another revise according to the rubric, and turn in their papers. At that
point Mr. Thomas might evaluate the papers against the class rubric and assign
grades; he might have students do self-evaluations based on the rubric; he
might have peer groups evaluate each other’s papers; or he might do something
else in a teacher/student combination.

Some Advantages of Teacher/Student Partnerships
a. Students invest in grades in which they feel they have had input.
b. Students learn to think critically about writing by being involved in the

evaluation process.
c. Teachers become sensitive to what their students consider good writing.

Some Disadvantages of Teacher/Student Partnerships
a. Administrators may need to be educated about how this evaluation style

works.
b. Parents may need to be educated about the advantages of this evaluation

style.

Outside the Classroom

This evaluation style depends on an outside authority to set evaluation cri-
teria and standards. Most often the outside authority is represented by a set of
guidelines, a rubric, or an anchor provided by a grade-level committee, a
school, or a district. In this style, teachers are expected to conform with stan-
dards created by someone else or agreed on by a majority vote. Approaches, re-
sponse strategies, and management systems may be dictated as well, or they
may be left up to the individual teacher’s choice.

In this system, new teachers are trained in the agreed-on criteria and ex-
pected to follow the guidelines used by everyone else. Sometimes evaluation is
conducted by teams of teachers grading the writing of each other’s students,
rather than being left to the classroom teacher. In this way, then, instruction
and evaluation may become divergent, or evaluation criteria may drive instruc-
tion.

Some Advantages of Outside Authority
a. Teamwork among writing teachers develops, often leading to frequent

interchange about goals of instruction and criteria for particular grades.
b. Students (and parents) who remain in this school soon learn “what is

expected.”
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Some Disadvantages of Outside Authority
a. Guidelines imposed from outside make it virtually impossible for a

classroom teacher to match his or her instructional purposes to a partic-
ular student audience, unless the teacher chooses to ignore evaluation
criteria when designing lessons.

b. Outside authority is often out of step with current practice—either out-
stripping it in an effort to force change or lagging behind it and not al-
lowing change.

Chapter Summary

Evaluation styles determine where the power for the decision-making in
grading resides. If the power resides with the teacher, we call the evaluation
style “teacher-centered.” If the power resides with the student writer, we call
the evaluation style “self-evaluation.” If the class makes grading decisions, the
style is “peer-centered.” A combination of any of these styles results in a
“teacher/student partnership.” Occasionally the power may reside in an outside
authority.

EXERCISES

1. Discuss the power issues of evaluation styles.
2. Where on this continuum have you encountered grades—as a student?

As a teacher?

Teacher Partners Students

3. In what kind of evaluation style are you most comfortable as a student?
Why?

4. As a teacher? Why?
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Most often, teachers choose from among the evaluation options and design
their own systems using a combination of techniques. For example, it is possi-
ble to begin with primary-trait grading and gradually add traits until, by the end
of the year, the teacher has arrived at a criterion-referenced approach. Or it is
possible to use student-generated rubrics from which the teacher grades or
teacher-generated rubrics from which the students evaluate each other’s work.
Or a contract may specify particular inclusions in an end-of-the-year portfolio.
A rubric may be created from anchor papers. A group of portfolios may be
graded using a “cluster” holistic method (one stack of excellent portfolios, a
second stack of weak portfolios, a third stack of in-between portfolios, and so
forth). Anchor portfolios can be created at a particular grade level, or a check-
list may dictate the entries in a portfolio. The evaluation choices teachers have
seem infinite, just as instructional contexts seem infinite. An important excep-
tion to instructional and evaluative choices is state-mandated writing standards
and assessments.

State Writing Standards

According to H.R. 1-20, section 1111. State Plans, the “No Child Left Be-
hind Act” (2001), all states must articulate academic standards for Language
Arts. An important source used by state departments for writing their standards
was the Standards for the English Language Arts (1996) by the National Council
of Teachers of English and the International Reading Association. The follow-
ing standards taken from this publication are found in many state writing stan-
dards documents:

� Students employ a wide range of strategies as they write and use different
writing process elements appropriately to communicate with different
audiences for a variety of purposes.
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� Students apply knowledge of language structure, language conventions
(e.g., spelling and punctuation), media techniques, figurative language,
and genre to create, critique, and discuss print and non-print texts.

� Students conduct research on issues and interests. . . . They gather, eval-
uate, and synthesize data from a variety of sources to communicate their
discoveries in ways that suit the purpose and audience.

� Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their
own purposes (e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the ex-
change of information).

State Writing Assessment

Through H.R. 1-450, section 6112 grant money, the United States Con-
gress (2001) has encouraged states to develop assessment instruments that
“measure student academic achievement using multiple measures of student
academic achievement from multiple sources.” The United States Department
of Education interprets the “multiple measures” phrase in the resolution to
mean multiple item types, such as short answer and extended writing prompts.
According to Kelly Powell (2002), former Director of Testing and Accountabil-
ity for the Arizona Department of Education, “No state with a strictly multiple-
choice test was deemed wholly acceptable” (p. 1) by a United States Depart-
ment of Education peer review panel reviewing state testing systems in 2001.
As a result, most states have developed assessments that include a performance-
based writing component to measure Language Arts Standards.

Because state writing assessments are designed by state departments of ed-
ucation rather than by individual teachers and because of high-stakes testing
that has become standard practice in many states, some teachers may believe
that their evaluation choices are limited. They may limit writing instruction to
the form of writing they believe will be tested at their grade level and use only
their state department’s assessment/scoring guide for grading in their class-
rooms. However, while as classroom teachers we must be informed of our
state’s academic standards and assessments, we do not have to lose control of
either instructional decisions or choices in evaluating students’ writing.

Teaching with State Standards and Assessments

In this chapter we explore how we can make state standards a priority in
our own classroom contexts yet still use a variety of instructional strategies and
discuss how to use a state scoring guide selectively, relative to instructional
purposes. As teachers all over the United States have begun to work to balance
state standards with classroom context, they have discovered that much of
what is required for state standards and assessments is already an integral part
of their teaching and grading practice. Applying common concepts and lan-
guage between classroom practices and state tests can help students perform
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well without directly “teaching to the test.” In an article titled “Teaching True
and To the Test in Writing,” authors Shelby and Kenneth Wolf (2002) discuss
in detail how exemplar teachers in Kentucky and Washington balanced their
state assessments with what they believed about writing pedagogy. In the same
way, we can balance a variety of evaluation options with the specific options
targeted by our state assessments.

The first step in this balancing process is to analyze our state’s standards
and assessments and ask ourselves how those standards and assessments relate
to the instructional context in which we are working: how the purposes of the
state assessment compare with or diverge from our instructional purposes, how
our students feel about the state assessment, and how the state standards com-
pare with or diverge from our own goals as teachers.

The next step is to compare the state standards and assessments with the
grading puzzle as we conceptualize it. The writing process, for example, is a
foundational requirement in most lists of state standards and in many state as-
sessments. Asking students to generate their own topics, draft, revise, and edit
is the premise on which students develop the ability to complete a variety of
writing tasks. Because the writing process is one of the pieces of the grading
puzzle, this standard already supports most writing curricula. State standards
also ask that students develop proficiency in various forms of writing such as
personal experience narrative, creative story, expository report, essay, persua-
sive pieces, and poetry. Again, because structure is part of the grading puzzle,
these standards often coincide with instructional purposes already present in
the writing curriculum, although teachers and school districts may need to
consider at which grade levels it is most appropriate to introduce, develop, and
expect certain levels of proficiency for the various forms of writing. For exam-
ple, a second grader can be expected to develop the ability to write simple per-
sonal experience narratives and expository reports, but not be expected to be-
come proficient with persuasive writing pieces.

Grading with State Scoring Guides

Another consideration for teachers is balancing state standards and assess-
ment evaluation in the classroom with state scoring guides used to measure the
state standards. The first step in this process is to determine where on the grad-
ing approach continuum the state assessment falls. Most states use a four-point
holistic or six-trait analytic rubric for scoring student writing on state assess-
ments. Florida and Kentucky, for example, both use a four-point holistic scor-
ing guide, while Oregon, Washington, and Arizona use a six-trait analytic sys-
tem. (The Florida and Arizona state scoring guides appear in Appendix C.)

Once we have an understanding of how our state’s assessment scoring guide
compares or conflicts with our own goals for instruction and evaluation, we can
begin using it in our classrooms. We then face questions of evaluation style. Will
we interpret the traits to the students ourselves (teacher-centered)? Will we ask
students to interpret the traits for each other (peer-centered)? Will we ask stu-
dents to evaluate their own writing against the traits (self-evaluation)? Or will we
use some combination of interpretations?
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Designing Writing Prompts Based on State Scoring Guides

As we begin to personalize state standards and prioritize the concepts and
objectives we know are important to teach, we can feel more in control of in-
structional and evaluation decisions for students. We can select objectives from
state standards and traits from scoring guides as we determine the specifics of
the grading puzzle in our own instructional contexts and as we develop writing
prompts and rubrics to share with students. In the example that follows, the
teaching purpose chosen from the state standards is writing an observational re-
port and the traits of ideas/content development, organization, and conventions are
selected from the state’s six-trait scoring guide. Another important factor in this
lesson is its integration with science concepts. The standards-based science ob-
jective chosen from the district’s curriculum guide follows: Students will be able
to make observations and gather data associated with energy, movement and
change. The writing concept and objectives selected for this lesson are stated as
follows in the Arizona Academic Standards (1997) document for Language Arts
and expected of students in grades 1–3:

Students will be able to gather, organize and accurately, clearly and sequen-
tially report information gained from personal observations and experiences
such as science experiments, field trips and classroom visitors.

Objectives:

1. Record observations (e.g., logs, lists, graphs, charts, tables, illustrations)
2. Write an introductory statement
3. Report events sequentially
4. Write a concluding statement

Ms. Dell, the third-grade teacher designing this lesson, decides to demon-
strate a science experiment for children to observe. Her students already use
learning logs (suggested in objective #1) to take notes and make entries based
on their learning. As she begins the experiment, she asks students to record the
procedure, make a prediction, and summarize the results of the experiment in
their learning logs. She considers this a valuable prewriting exercise. Ms. Dell
also wrote the words “styrofoam” and “insulation” on the board for students.
The following example illustrates this:

Procedure Prediction Results and Conclusions

Put hot water in a plastic
baggie, a nurse’s glove,
and a styrofoam cup.

I think the nurse’s glove
will keep the water
warmest because it is
made of real thick mate-
rial and it won’t leak.

The styrofoam cup kept
the water warmest be-
cause it has better insu-
lation. These cups keep
hot drinks warm longer.
It’s like whale blubber
keeps a whale warm in
cold water.

Put all these in a bowl of
cold water for about two
minutes.

You need a thermos for
the hot water.
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After students have finished writing in their learning logs and discussed the
experiment, Ms. Dell reads the following writing prompt and gives them each a
copy:

Write a report about what happened in our science experiment (based on
state standard).

� Describe the experiment.
� Explain the results.
� Explain why this happened.
� Explain how this science principle works in our world.

I will look for the following when grading your paper (based on state scor-
ing guide):

� Ideas are clear and information is accurate.
� Information is organized in the order it happened.
� Spelling, punctuation, and grammar are correct.

Hint: Your first sentence should introduce the topic and your last sentence
makes a conclusion.

The prompt is written using language from the state’s writing standards
and scoring guide, yet is still understandable to third graders. Ms. Dell has cho-
sen only three of the state’s six traits to be used as grading expectations for this
assignment: ideas, organization, and the conventions. Children are given more
than one day to draft, revise, and edit their papers. Because the teacher uses this
assignment as a practice for the state assessment, she expects students to revise
and edit their papers individually, without help from peers. They are encour-
aged to use a dictionary and thesaurus, also allowed on their state assessment.
Two examples of students’ final drafts appear in Figures 8.1 and 8.2.

The analytic rubric used to score these examples has a range of 1, lowest, to
6, highest possible level of proficiency (see Figures 8.3, 8.4, and 8.5.) Because
this school district requires traditional grades, Ms. Dell assigns a numerical
value for use in determining percentages to each of the six points on the rubric
as follows:

1 = 20 points 2 = 40 points 3 = 60 points 4 = 80 points 5 = 100 points 6 = 20 points extra credit

Because there are three traits being assessed, the total point value expected is
300 points; however, scoring a 6 on any trait provides 20 points extra credit,
which can offset weaker trait scores.

If we analyze the first paper (Figure 8.1) for ideas and content development
following the guidelines provided by the state (Figure 8.3), the description of a
4 seems to fit best. “The writing is characterized by an easily identifiable pur-
pose . . . a topic that is explored/explained, although developmental details may
occasionally be out of balance with the main idea(s).” The paper, therefore, re-
ceives 80 points for ideas and content.
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Moving on to the trait of organization, the teacher recognizes that the con-
clusion is missing and the introduction is weak. She decides to compare the de-
scriptions of a 3 paper and a 2 paper. Using Figure 8.4, the paper seems stron-
ger than a 2; “the writing lacks a clear organizational structure.” She agrees
with the statement under 3, “an attempt has been made to organize the writing;
however overall structure is skeletal,” but the bullet under the description of a
2 paper, “a missing or extremely undeveloped beginning, body, and/or ending”
definitely fits this piece of writing. Ms. Dell decides this paper is between a 2
and a 3 and gives it a 2.5 for organization, which translates to 50 points.

The errors in conventions on this paper stand out, on a first reading, espe-
cially the use of “are” for “our.” As we look deeper, however, we may agree that
“the writing demonstrates control of standard writing conventions” (see Figure
8.5) under a 4, rather than the characteristics of “limited control . . . errors be-
gin to impede readability” for a 3. The paper receives the teacher’s correlation
of 80 points for a 4 in conventions.

After averaging the three scores, 80 points for ideas, 50 points for organiza-
tion, and 80 points for conventions, the writer receives a grade of 70%, which
translates into a C in this classroom’s grading system. The teacher gives the
writer feedback with comments as well as listing the scores and points for each
trait. She indicates that an introduction and conclusion were an important part
of the assignment and suggests that the writer listen carefully to examples of
the introductory statements and concluding sentences when some of the other
writers in the class read their papers aloud.

The second example in Figure 8.2 appears to be a stronger paper. As we
consider the prompt, we have to ask if the writer really describes the experiment.
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He begins to describe it by listing the objects, and he clearly tells about the “as-
tonishing” results, but details of the procedure are missing. As we begin to
score for ideas and content following scoring guide in Figure 8.3, the first state-
ment under 5, “the writing is clear, focused and interesting,” describes the pa-
per better than simply “. . . clear and focused” under 4. The writing does not
have “. . . strong support and rich details . . .” as required for a 6. Since the writ-
ing shows some of the characteristics listed under the score of 4, and did not
address the purpose of describing the experiment accurately, Ms. Dell awards
the paper a 4.5, giving it 90 points for ideas and content.

Using the scoring guide in Figure 8.4, Ms. Dell evaluates the organization of
the piece with a score of 5, or 100 points. Moving on to Figure 8.5, Ms. Dell
finds that the paper shows sophisticated control of conventions. The description
of a 5—“The writing demonstrates exceptionally strong control of standard
writing conventions . . . manipulation of conventions may occur for stylistic ef-
fect”—is evident, especially with the use of a colon, a skill most third graders
have not yet mastered. The writer also used the term “surgeons” glove, which
was spelled correctly without being part of the word bank and never discussed
during the prewriting learning log or discussion. The concept of a plural pos-
sessive was never taught to these third graders, so we can’t expect to see it used
correctly by this writer. Therefore, the paper receives 100 points for conven-
tions, plus 20 extra credit points for the 6, bringing the average of all three trait
scores to 96 + 20 extra credit points, for an A+. This paper will be read aloud to
the class for its strong organization and interest.
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Weighting the Traits

State assessment scoring practices tend to give equal value to each of the
traits. For instructional purposes, however, teachers may decide to “weight the
traits” by giving more value to the traits reflecting the primary teaching objec-
tives. For example, using the same standards-based objectives given for the ob-
servational report, a teacher may decide to give ideas and content and organiza-
tion more weight than conventions. In this case, the teacher may decide to grade
as follows:

Ideas and Content = 60 possible points (pts; 1 = 10 pts, 2 = 20 pts, 3 = 30
pts, 4 = 40 pts, 5 = 50 pts, 6 = 60 pts)

Organization = 60 possible points (same as Ideas and Content)

Conventions = 30 possible points (pts; 1 = 5 pts, 2 = 10 pts, 3 = 15 pts, 4 =
20 pts, 5 = 25 pts, 6 = 30 pts)

Total = 150 possible points.

Well-developed ideas and organization are given more value since they are pri-
mary teaching objectives in this assignment. A teacher then applies standard
percentage ranges: 90–100% (135–150 points) receives an A, 80–89%
(120–134 points) for a B, 70–79% (105–119 points) for a C, and so forth. By
weighting the traits with different score values, a teacher can select and empha-
size specific traits based on her instructional purposes and evaluative style.

Sharing the Language of State Standards and Scoring Guides with Students

One of the strongest bridges we can build between classroom practices and
state assessments is to share the language of standards and scoring guides with
students in simplified form, depending on their age. Posters of the six traits or
key words from statewide scoring guides appear in classrooms across the coun-
try. We can use phrases from the concepts and objectives from state standards
in our writing prompts. Words and phrases from state scoring guides can be
used when we lead revision lessons and conferences, and in responses to chil-
dren about their writing. An excellent example of this kind of bridging is an il-
lustrated, “kid friendly” rubric that teachers at Atkinson Elementary School in
Louisville, Kentucky developed so their younger students could understand the
Kentucky state assessment (Figure 8.6).

We can share many traits of effective writing, such as ideas, organization,
voice and word choice, with very young children long before they can produce
conventional written work. We can help children recognize characteristics of
effective writing by discussing the great ideas, descriptive details, and wonder-
ful words an author uses in a picture book. One method for introducing stan-
dards-based concepts is by modeling the writing process on chart paper in front
of children using a variety of genres and purposes for writing. As young chil-
dren dictate their own personal narratives, fictional stories, reports, and poems,
teachers can pose questions and give feedback using the language of the traits.
As Ruth Culham (1998) explains in her book, Picture Books, “When students
really understand what makes writing—any kind of writing—work effectively,
that’s when they really take ownership of the writing process. They learn from

CHAPTER 8 State Standards and Assessments 115



the [six trait] criteria and internalize them so that the language of the traits be-
comes a powerful revision tool” (p. 3).

Thinking about State Standards and Assessments

While all states are now required to articulate standards for writing and
while most states currently have some sort of assessment of writing standards,
the state assessment movement has not been without its opponents. Issues in-
clude the amount of instructional time given over to testing, the disadvantaging
of minority students, the amount of money spent on assessments, and the use
of the results of the tests. High-stakes testing, which determines whether stu-
dents are promoted or even graduate from high school, has been particularly
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controversial. As we weigh how much emphasis to place on state standards in
our own classrooms, we need to remember that the choices we make communi-
cate to children about writing. As we think about state standards and assess-
ments and evaluating children’s writing, we need to think intentionally about
what we want children to hear about their writing. As teachers, we need to re-
member our primary instructional purposes and the importance of giving posi-
tive evaluative feedback to students rather than just preparing them for a test.
There is an old saying, “weighing the pig more often doesn’t make it fatter.”
Likewise, testing a child more often doesn’t make him or her smarter.

Some Advantages of Using State Standards for Evaluation
� They may provide students with writing goals for which they know

they’ll be held accountable.
� They may provide students with a common language for discussing the

elements of good writing and revising their own work.
� They may provide models for students to evaluate their own beliefs about

what makes a good piece of writing.

Some Disadvantages of Using State Standards for Evaluation
� They may not be appropriate for a particular instructional context.
� They may not include all the writing goals a teacher has for his or her stu-

dents, or provide too many writing goals for a particular group of stu-
dents.

� They may overemphasize the role of assessment in the classroom.

Chapter Summary

It is important for teachers to understand their state’s academic standards
in writing and apply the concepts and objectives expected in those standards to
their instructional and evaluative practices. Teachers also need to understand
how their state assessment and scoring guide are both used to measure writing
proficiency. After selecting the appropriate standards-based objectives for their
primary teaching purposes, classroom teachers can use a variety of instruc-
tional strategies. They can choose from their state’s scoring guide only the traits
they wish to address in a particular assignment. To teach with state standards
and assessment, teachers do the following:

Compare state standards and assessment to the following:
� Classroom instructional context: purpose, student response, teacher

goals.
� Grading puzzle.
� Analytic/holistic continuum.
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Determine the following:
� Which evaluation style to use with standards: teacher, student, or coop-

erative choice.
� The priority of the state standards based on instructional purposes.

Using the language of both the state standards and scoring guides can help
teachers communicate clear writing prompts and help children communicate
about the characteristics of effective writing. Many educators believe that state
standards and assessments have become overemphasized.

EXERCISES

� Design a writing assignment based on an objective from your state’s writ-
ing standards and an objective from one of your state’s content standards.

� Go to your state department’s website and download the writing assess-
ment scoring guide and any sample student papers with explanations
about the scores they received.

� Go to appendix A and select a sample of student writing to score with
your state’s scoring guide.

� Find a picture book and analyze it according to the traits your state uti-
lizes in its scoring guide for writing assessments.
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The first two parts of this book offer objectives and options for
evaluating children’s writing. But there remain questions
larger than merely what tools are available for what purposes.
These larger questions are as follows: How to match a particu-
lar option with a particular purpose? How to learn to grade?
How to use grading for more than arriving at “fair marks”?
This part addresses these questions.

CHAPTER 9 Tools of the Trade: Choosing Evaluation Options in a
Communication Setting

Using the Communication Triangle
Scenario #1
Scenario #2
Scenario #3

Tools of the Trade

CHAPTER 10 Transcending the Red Ink, or Making Grading
Serve Teaching

Making Grading Serve Teaching
Working with Revisions
Adding Criteria over Time
Progressive Weighting of Grades

Beyond Evaluation: Alternative Purposes of Grading

Questions of Power

A World without Grades

PART III

Using Grading as a Teaching Tool
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CHAPTER 11 Teach Yourself to Grade, or the Grading Process in
Action

Learning the Grading Process

Ways of Beginning
Scenario #1
Scenario #2
Scenario #3

Creating a Personal Grading System
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Using the Communication Triangle

As you think about how to choose from among the many evaluation op-
tions, you may want to review the communication triangle introduced in Chap-
ter 2. For convenience, it is repeated here as Figure 9.1.

Next, let’s review the grading options presented in this book: approaches,
response strategies, management systems, and evaluation styles.

Any grading system we create will employ some choice in each of these cat-
egories. But too often we confuse the categories or overlook a category. When
that happens, we lose our intentionality and often fall back on grading systems
that our teachers used to grade us. (The traditional system, as most of us expe-
rienced it, consisted of teacher-centered analytic grading with no response, or
brief—usually negative—comments written at the end of the paper. Grade av-
eraging was the management system.) If we give up our intentionality, it is pos-
sible to find ourselves using a self-contradictory system of grading. The conse-
quences of this self-contradiction can even affect instruction since grading
often drives instruction and student learning.

An example will illustrate. Ms. McMillan attends a workshop on portfolios.
She leaves the workshop enthusiastic about promoting student ownership of
writing in her class, so she implements a portfolio management system. How-
ever, without thinking, she retains her traditional teacher-centered evaluation
style: she dictates to the students what will go in their portfolios and the criteria
upon which she will grade them. Without realizing it, Ms. McMillan has cre-
ated a self-contradictory system: the evaluation style undercuts the instruc-
tional purpose of her management system. By dictating to her students what
will go in their portfolios and what will make a good portfolio, she has actually
retained ownership of her students’ writing herself.

In order to avoid the trap of self-contradictory grading and instructional
systems, we must always keep the communication triangle in mind. For it is in
the interaction of the three corners of the triangle that we can make sensible,
intentional decisions. Which corner we begin with cannot be prescribed—it is
driven by the moment, by the context in which we find ourselves. The three
scenarios that follow illustrate.
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Scenario #1

Mr. Jaramillio’s second-grade class is large and boisterous. By the end of the
first week of school he knows he has a challenge on his hands. Some of his stu-
dents are enthusiastic about writing, but some are fearful (they seem especially
tense about spelling). Since he is a new second-grade teacher whose student
teaching experience was in a fifth-grade classroom in another state, he is a bit
unsure of what primary writers can do. He likes to write himself and wants to
protect the enthusiasm for writing that some of his students possess as well as
help the fearful students to feel more comfortable with writing. He wants to
challenge them to develop as writers, and he wants to give them ownership of
their writing. He thinks the best way to do this is to focus on writing for an au-
dience, an unfamiliar concept to most of his students. Because his students are
natural-born performers he counts on channeling this energy into writing.

Let’s analyze Mr. Jaramillio’s situation beginning at the “student” corner of
the communication triangle:

Students: large, hard-to-control class; some enthusiastic writers, some fear-
ful writers

Teacher: new at his job; likes to write

Instructional purpose(s): engender enthusiasm for and ownership of writ-
ing; focus on audience-awareness.

Mr. Jaramillio makes the following choices:

Grading approach: primary-trait
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Evaluation style: teacher-based

Response strategy: written (sticky pads)

Management system: contracts.

Why did he make these decisions?
He has chosen a primary-trait approach because his two instructional goals

look at pieces of writing as wholes—how kids feel about writing and how audi-
ences respond to their writing.

He has chosen a teacher-based style for two reasons—because his students
are largely unaware of what it means to write for someone other than them-
selves or their teachers and because of the control problems he is experiencing.
He feels that until he achieves more decorum he needs to simply tell his stu-
dents what he expects from their writing.

Because of his desire to develop student ownership of writing, he wants his
response to be as unobtrusive as possible. He has decided to use brief written
notes positioned on sticky paper at places in the writing where he wants to
praise or make a suggestion. Using this method, students will see graphically
that the writing is still their own, in spite of his comments.

He is enthusiastic about writing and he wants his students to feel the same
way. He wants to avoid grades as much as possible. He has chosen a contract
system to emphasize for his students that they can all get “+s.” The contract
spells out exactly how they can do this.

Scenario #2

Mrs. Begay has been teaching fourth grade for twenty years. She has always
felt that writing was important and has had high standards for her students’
work. She has taught from a traditional curriculum guide in traditional units:
grammar, spelling, paragraphs, and so forth. But now she is ready for a change.
She has been attending workshops and reading about holistic grading and is in-
terested in trying it. Her students know her by reputation from their older
brothers and sisters and expect a traditional approach, but some of them are fa-
miliar with portfolios because two of the third-grade teachers in the school use
a portfolio system. In one of the workshops she attended, Mrs. Begay started
keeping a personal journal. She has been surprised at how much she has en-
joyed starting to write again after so many years of teaching writing but not
writing herself. In fact, she is thinking about writing a collection of stories for
her students. This year she wants to get away from the constant pressure of
grades, both for herself and for her students. She wants her students to discover
writing for themselves as she so recently has. She wants them to look at writing
as a whole and as a process.

Let’s analyze Mrs. Begay’s situations beginning at the “teacher” corner of
the communication triangle:

Teacher: highly experienced but making a change in her philosophy of
teaching writing; wants to get away from the constant pressure of
grades
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Students: expect a traditional approach, but some of them have experience
with portfolios

Instructional purpose(s): help students relax with writing and discover the
fun of it; help them view writing as a whole and as a process.

Mrs. Begay makes the following choices:

Management system: portfolios

Evaluation style: partnership

Response strategy: combination of oral and written

Grading approach: holistic cluster.

Let’s look at why she made these decisions.
Since Mrs. Begay wants to avoid the constant pressure of grades for herself

and for her students, she has chosen to use portfolios to determine nine-week
grades. The portfolios will allow her to focus with her students on their prog-
ress, rather than on pieces of the puzzle isolated from each other as she has in
the past. Because she wants her students to view writing as a whole rather than
as the sum of its parts, Mrs. Begay has chosen a holistic method. She is comfort-
able with a cluster approach because of her years of experience with fourth-
grade writing.

But, because Mrs. Begay will only assign grades at the end of each nine
weeks, she has chosen a combination response strategy based on a partnership
evaluation style. She plans to have conferences with her students about each
one of their writing assignments and then provide them with evaluation guide-
lines to help them choose which of these assignments they will put in their
portfolios. She will also have her students do a written evaluation of their port-
folios after assembling them. Her evaluation of the portfolios will also be writ-
ten, but she will schedule conferences with students who wish to discuss their
portfolios with her. She hopes all of them will take advantage of this opportu-
nity, but she does not wish to require these conferences because she will re-
quire assignment conferences.

Scenario #3

Ms. Paxton is an experienced teacher who has been teaching third grade for
four years in a K–6 school. She has asked for and has been given a transfer to
sixth grade. Because her students will be going to a junior high next year, she
has spent several hours talking to the three seventh-grade English teachers. As
a result of these conversations, she wants her students to get a conscious
knowledge of all of the pieces of the writing puzzle. She also wants them to be
able to articulate clearly what parts of their writing are well under control and
what parts they need to continue to work on. However, since she is making a
switch in level of student, she is a bit unsure of reasonable criteria for sixth-
graders. She already knows some of her students from three years before, but
many of the others are completely unknown to her. She wants to avoid making
her “new” students feel less welcome than her “old” students.
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Let’s analyze Ms. Paxton’s situation:

Instructional purpose(s): raise the pieces of the writing puzzle to a conscious
level for the students; enable students to articulate what they do well in
writing and what they need to work more on

Teacher: experienced but in a new setting; unsure of her expectations for
this group of students

Students: sixth graders who are preparing for junior high, a new level of
their education; a mix of kids she knows and kids she doesn’t.

To begin the year Ms. Paxton makes the following choices:

Grading approach: analytic

Evaluation style: peer-centered

Response strategy: oral

Management system: checklist.

Let’s look at why she made these decisions.
Because her instructional purposes call for students to be able to articulate

the pieces of the writing puzzle, both in general and personal terms, she has
chosen an analytic approach. A holistic approach would group students into
“strong writers” and “weak writers,” but it would not focus on the pieces of the
puzzle. The checklist management system will support the analytic approach
she has decided on as well as her second instructional purpose—to help her
students get to know their strengths and weaknesses as writers.

She has chosen a partnership evaluation style because of the situation in
which she finds herself: she is unsure of reasonable expectations for sixth-
graders. Because she wants to get to know her “new” students quickly and be-
cause she wants to renew her acquaintance with her “old” students, she has
chosen to respond to their writing orally, face-to-face, in conferences.

But let’s follow Ms. Paxton through the year. She makes different choices as
her situation changes. This is how the year progresses:

Ms. Paxton decides to begin her students’ writing using a personal experi-
ence narrative. It is required by the curriculum guide and she is familiar with it
from teaching her third-graders. In a class discussion, she asks the students
what they think makes a good personal narrative. Based on what they have
said, she creates a primary-trait rubric for the personal narrative. The students
write their papers following their rubrics, and she reads them. In individual
conferences she discusses with the students how they assess the quality of
their writing based on the class rubric. In the conferences, she arrives at a
grade.

By January, Ms. Paxton begins to get some confidence. She moves from
the student-based style to a partnership style. In this setting, she begins to add
criteria to the class-generated rubrics. Because she feels comfortable with her
students and confident that they will all approach her if they need to, she be-
gins to tape-record her responses. As she reads a student’s paper, she tapes her
own evaluation of the quality of the writing based on the rubric. She creates a
checklist in order to begin a cumulative record of how each student is pro-
gressing on the criteria she and the class have chosen up to this point.
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By spring, Ms. Paxton has developed a criterion-referenced grading sheet
from the checklist. She discusses junior high English classes with her students
and moves into written responses based on her criterion-referenced grading
sheet. She reinstitutes conferences: using the grading sheets, she discusses
with her students which parts of their writing they feel are working well and
which parts they think need more work. She calculates the last nine-week
grades from the criterion-referenced checklist she has created.

In this scenario Ms. Paxton has used her grading system to support her in-
structional goals and to support herself as she gets to know a new teaching situ-
ation. She has balanced her students’ perceived needs as writers with the needs
she perceives them to have for the next level of their education. She has devel-
oped a flexible system that has allowed her instructional goals to develop.

Tools of the Trade

My suggested approach to evaluation—as decision making based on a com-
munication context—views grading options as tools designed to serve instruc-
tion. It has been my experience that none of these options for grading is inher-
ently “good” or “bad,” just as a hammer or a pair of scissors is not inherently
“good” or “bad.” The “goodness” or “badness” depends on how the tool is used.
A hammer that is used to build a church is a “good” hammer, while a hammer
that is used to destroy an art object is a “bad” hammer. Therefore, I suggest that
we use the metaphor of a toolbox as we think about matching grading strategy
with instructional purpose. We have a toolbox full of tools: it is up to us to de-
termine the shape of the job before us and choose appropriate tools. If I need to
shorten a piece of molding, I need a saw, not a screwdriver. But if I need to
tighten the leg on a couch, a screwdriver is exactly what I need.

And so it is for instructional jobs. Analytic grading is a useful tool for isolat-
ing problem areas and working to improve them. Anchor holistic grading is a
useful tool for arriving at quick, accurate categories for large numbers of writ-
ers. Cluster holistic scoring is a tool that is useful for arriving at a quick, accu-
rate profile of one class of student writers. Teacher-generated rubrics are useful
for challenging students who need a better understanding of writing. Student-
generated rubrics are useful for engendering student ownership of writing.
Conferencing is a useful tool for building a writing-mentor relationship be-
tween a teacher and a student. Grades without comments are useful for final
papers that will never be handed back or revised. A contract is a good tool for
relieving the pressure of grades. A cumulative record is a good tool for diagnos-
ing patterns of surface errors. A portfolio is a good tool for showing growth in
writing. And on it goes.

So far this all sounds like common sense, right? But I have arrived at this
toolbox metaphor after twenty years of abandoning old “wrong” grading tech-
niques and adopting new “right” techniques. (I’ve done this a dozen times,
perhaps.) Looking back on those abandoned techniques—the first ones and
then the next ones and the later ones—I see that all of them had strong points.
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By the same token, all of them had weak points as well. The context made the
difference!

However, as a profession, it seems to me that we are moving farther away
from acknowledging context in instruction rather than closer to it. In fact, in
recent years we have begun to ignore context and have adopted political (and
sometimes religious) metaphors for particular instructional strategies (my
grading options). I sometimes hear my colleagues referring to one teacher we
know as “right-wing” because she does direct instruction of grammar. Another
teacher I know has been called “leftist” because he grades his students’ papers
holistically. Whole language proponents are sometimes called “missionaries.”
Many of the teachers I know have begun to label one another, using these reli-
gious and political metaphors. (These same teachers fight heroically to avoid la-
beling students.) And sometimes the labels have led to antagonism. (“I can’t be-
lieve she’s so conservative that she’s still teaching spelling! I thought she knew
about the writing process. I just don’t even feel like I can get through to her.”)

Somehow we have created an implicit continuum for teaching and grading
strategies. As best as I can construct it from the innuendos that surround it, it
looks something like this:

“Liberal” “Conservative”
holistic scoring analytic scoring
student-centered approach teacher-centered approach
peer response teacher response
portfolios grade-averaging
portfolios cumulative records

(Grading strategies like primary-trait scoring; rubrics, teacher–student partner-
ships, and contracts are viewed as falling somewhere in the middle of this polit-
ical continuum—they are “middle-of-the-road.”)

But as I wrote the text for this book I kept constantly vigilant to avoid po-
litically-charged categorizations like the one described earlier. I believe that
the political metaphor has left us in the position of sometimes throwing out, if
not the baby with the bathwater, at least a perfectly good bar of soap. And so I
argue for my toolbox metaphor. As teachers we need to analyze the communi-
cation context in which we find ourselves at any given moment in any given
year and choose appropriately from among the many grading options that are
open to us.

Chapter Summary

In order to choose among options and remain consistent to our teaching
contexts, we must consider each corner of the communication triangle.
Whether we begin with our own corner—the teacher corner—or whether we
begin somewhere else, it is crucial that we take into account instructional pur-
pose and student needs as well as our own point of view. At the same time, it is
not helpful for us to label someone else (or ourselves) with a political label—
“conservative” or “liberal”—based on evaluation (or, for that matter, teaching)
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choices. The important thing is to make sure our own choices are consistent
with our teaching context.

EXERCISES

1. Design a grading system for the scenario that follows. Explain the choices
you made.

Scenario
Mr. Lincoln teaches sixth grade in a big city school. Many of his stu-

dents come from low-income families who speak a variety of “nonstandard”
dialects of English. Some of his students want to go to college and are al-
ready focused on “doing well” in school. They perceive a need to learn “stan-
dard” English, and want to know the academic terms for what they are writ-
ing. Others are bored and want to quit school like their older brothers and
sisters have done. Mr. Lincoln has been teaching for five years in this school,
and he has a good grasp of the situation. He wants to support the students
who want to concentrate on their academics, but he also wants to change the
attitudes of some of the other students. Grades motivate the academically
oriented students but threaten the others.

2. Write your own scenario, including information about the teacher, the stu-
dents, and the instructional purposes. Design a grading system to fit your
scenario. Write a letter to the parents of your students explaining what you
will be doing and why.

3. In your mind, superimpose politics onto the scenarios presented in this
chapter. Imagine that Mr. Jaramillio, Ms. Paxton, and Mrs. Begay all teach in
the same school district. What political attacks might Mr. Jaramillio and Ms.
Paxton make on each other? What might Mrs. Begay say to them both?
Write a skit of a polarized faculty meeting using these characters. Share your
skit with the other members of your group.

4. State your own ideas about how you wish to grade. Defend your ideas in
nonaccusatory language without making reference to the shortcomings of
other systems of grading.
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Making Grading Serve Teaching

When I first approached a publisher with the idea for this book, I was
asked, “But why don’t you write a book about teaching writing?”

My spoken answer was “Because that book has already been written, and
written very well—several times.” But my unspoken answer was “This book is
about teaching writing.”

One of the corners of the communication triangle as I have applied it to
grading is “instructional purpose”—the teaching objective of the writing as-
signment. Throughout this book, in as many ways as I can think of, I have said,
“Think about what you’re trying to teach and evaluate on that. Make your eval-
uation serve your instruction.”

This is harder than it sounds. How many times have I sat in the back of a
classroom and watched an enthusiastic student teacher direct a fun writing ac-
tivity that was so out of context that it had become meaningless? The student
teacher had developed a lesson plan, but had no idea why a particular activity
was being used, beyond the fact that the kids would like it. There was no in-
structional intentionality driving the lesson. Just as later no intentionality
drove the evaluation of the piece of writing the students handed in (the product
of the assignment).

And so this book is about teaching writing. It is about assessing student
need, drawing on teacher expertise, identifying appropriate instructional objec-
tives, and then choosing a grading tool that supports the teaching purpose of
the writing assignment.

For the most part, communication-based grading is a matter of objectives
and options, but now we come to the three rules of this kind of grading:

1. Analyze your grading/communication context and choose your evalua-
tion tools when you design the writing assignment.

2. Tell your students how you will grade their papers before they begin to
write.

3. Never grade on something you haven’t taught.
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When we are clear ourselves on where our students are, on what we think
is important about writing, and on what we want to teach them to do next, we
can make meaningful use of the fun writing activities that are as close as Idea
Exchange (National Council of Teachers of English) and the teacher next door.
But if we don’t think ahead, or if we keep this information to ourselves and
make our students guess at what it is we want them to learn from the activity,
or if we refuse to teach them something because “they should have learned it
last year” or “they’re not ready for it,” we cloud the issues monumentally.

Imagine for a moment an expert chef trying to teach a child to cook with-
out first deciding on a recipe or teaching the child to use a measuring cup (or at
least reviewing the process). Throughout the lesson the child would be anxious
and guessing. “Are we making brownies?” “Or will we end up with oatmeal?” “I
wish I could remember how much a teaspoon was!”

If the chef had not decided what they were trying to make, they might wind
up with a concoction such as chocolate oatmeal or brownie mix with milk on it
that no one would eat! And yet that is exactly what we do when we don’t plan
our criteria, tell our students ahead of time what our instructional goals are,
and teach them what we expect them to know.

By deciding ourselves, telling our students what we plan to evaluate before
they write, and teaching to our goals, we make evaluation serve an individual
assignment. But how do we make evaluation serve our teaching of writing over
the entire course of instruction? There are three techniques I have found useful
for accomplishing this purpose: working with revisions of student writing, add-
ing grading criteria over time, and progressive weighting of grades. Let’s look at
them one at a time.

Working with Revisions

If we look at writing and grading as processes, it makes sense to allow stu-
dents to revise even after a piece has been evaluated. The grade is no more an
end point than is sharing or publishing. If we are using grades to communicate,
then it stands to reason that we want our students to respond to the communi-
cation: we want them to revise. And then we can revise the grade. The only pro-
viso I would make on student revisions is that they should be strictly voluntary.
Sometimes a piece of writing is finished, whether it is “good” or not. And stu-
dents know this best about their own work. If a student wishes to leave a piece
as it is and go on to the next one, we should respect his or her wishes.

Adding Criteria over Time

The best way to reach any goal is to break the process of reaching that goal
down into its component steps. If I want to write a book on evaluation, for ex-
ample, I must first decide on my audience. Next I must sketch out an annotated
map of the book I intend to write. Then I will approach a publisher. Next I will
revise my ideas based on what the publisher knows about books. And so on,
until I have finished my book. But if I say “I am going to write a book” and stop
there, I will surely become paralyzed at the audacity of my thought!
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The same is true for students. If we break down the process they must go
through to move from where they are as writers to where we want them to be
and then inform them of the steps one at a time, we keep them from the paraly-
sis of the magnitude of the task before them. We grade first on one portion,
then on a second, and so forth, until something has been learned. For example,
Mr. Ashley, a fifth-grade teacher, begins the year by teaching the writing proc-
ess. He evaluates the first two writing assignments solely on the process: evi-
dence of prewriting, participation in peer revision groups, actual changes be-
tween drafts, and participation in the author’s chair (class sharing of writing).
Next he adds context. He teaches audience, purpose, and writer’s stance. He
evaluates assignments two and three on process and on context—the appropri-
ateness of subject matter and language for a chosen audience, the accomplish-
ment of the purpose of the writing, and the writer’s voice. Next he adds struc-
ture. The class writes expository papers. He grades them on process, context,
and structure. And so on until the end of the year Mr. Ashley is grading his stu-
dents on a list of specified criteria.

Progressive Weighting of Grades

A third way to make evaluation serve instruction over time is to weight
grades differently. As teachers we want growth and progress in our students’
work. Why then is the first piece of writing they do weighted as heavily as the
last? Why not make the first few pieces worth three points, the next few five,
and the last ten? This technique allows students time to write and develop as
writers with increasing pressure to keep pace with increasing skill.

Beyond Evaluation: Alternative Purposes of Grading

Grading can be a useful tool beyond even its instructional purposes. It can
give us important information about instructional design and teaching success.
As we map out a long-term plan of evaluation goals, we are actually mapping
out long-term instructional goals. And if we are certain that we have taught to
our goals, we have followed our plan. This system of planning, teaching, and
rechecking serves the same purpose as does course design. If I ask myself “On
what do I want to grade primary writers?”, I have asked myself “What do sec-
ond-graders need to learn about writing this year?”

By the same token, thoughtful reflection at the end of the year about how
well my students have met my evaluation criteria provides feedback about in-
structional success. If I have planned to teach (and evaluate) audience aware-
ness with my third-graders and they are successful at writing differently to a
class speaker and to the kindergartners down the hall, then my instruction has
been successful. But if they do not alter vocabulary and topics to the different
audiences—if, in fact, the majority of the class is getting low grades on audi-
ence awareness—my instruction needs improvement.

With this orientation toward the larger communication that grades can
provide to us about our own work, grading becomes not only student-
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evaluation, but self-evaluation as well. Too many low grades among our stu-
dents, then, result in a low mark for our instruction as well.

Questions of Power

How early do grades become synonymous with success and failure? How
soon do they cause our stomachs to churn? Too early. The week before my
daughter was to begin kindergarten, she told me with deep anxiety that she was
afraid she was going to “flunk” because she couldn’t yet hop on one foot in a
straight line. (I have no idea where she got the information about hopping on
one foot or about flunking; certainly I had never discussed either with her.)
Last night (she is now a fifth-grader), after she finished decorating the folder
her Halloween story was going into, she looked up at me and said wistfully, “I
hope I get a good grade on my story.” She did not say, “I’m proud of this story”
or “I had fun working on this story” or even “I worked hard on this story and
did what the teacher asked. I know I’m going to get a good grade.” She said, “I
hope” in the same tone I use when it’s been raining for a week and I say, “I hope
the sun will come out this afternoon.” And yet she did have fun working on the
story and she had done a good job. So why the wistful tone?

Too often grades do cause kids to feel wistful (or angry, or frightened, or
ashamed). In an ideal world where every child (or even most of them) came to
school with an internalized self-esteem that had no reference to success or fail-
ure in school, grades would not have this power. But in the world in which we
teach, grades have very great power, and no discussion of evaluation would be
complete without some mention of that power. As graders, then, we hold great
power over our students. We have all experienced teachers who have used that
power for their own ends rather than for instructional ends (and perhaps some-
times we too have been guilty). And so I say that evaluation should be a tool
made to serve instruction. It is not an end in itself; it is a means to an end.

How to keep the tool in its place? How to make it serve the teacher and the
students rather than the other way around?

First, focus the grade on the writing product, not on the student. Say, “This
is a great paper!” not “You did a great job.” Jane may have done a great job in
simply turning something in. Don’s paper, on the other hand, may have been
written by his grandmother. Assess the work, not the kid. If Jane’s paper is not
so great, she probably knows it, and she probably knows why. It is important to
affirm for her that the paper needs more work. But it is not O.K. to say, “You’re
a better writer than this Jane—I expect better work from you.” By the same to-
ken, Don knows if he didn’t write his paper, whether the teacher ever finds out
or not. By praising the paper (his grandmother, after all, did a lot of work on it!)
but not him, the evaluation—and Don—are kept at least minimally honest.

But Jane and Don are extreme cases. Kids who have done their own work
and done it to the best of their ability deserve an honest appraisal of the work.
The teacher’s opinion of their ability level is only that—an opinion. And mis-
taken opinions about abilities cause untold heartache.

After an in-service I recently conducted, an anxious teacher came up to me.
He was middle-aged and very intense. “You know,” he said, “I’ve always
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worked hard at my grading. I think it’s so important for kids to be good writers.
When I was in elementary school I was labeled learning disabled because I
couldn’t spell. I’ve spent the better part of thirty years overcoming that label. I
don’t want my students to experience what I did.”

We all know stories like this one. In the last few years we’ve made a con-
scious effort to mainstream kids who are different to avoid labeling them one
thing or another. But sometimes we forget that grades are labels too. How many
times have you heard someone say to you, “I was a ‘C’-student in school”? How
different would it be if that same person said, “I wrote several ‘C’ papers in
school.” So label the work, not the kid!

But there is a second power concern. Earlier in this chapter I argued for
telling students ahead of time what we want them to learn from a particular
writing assignment and then evaluating them on only those announced goals.
This procedure, which looks so simple at first glance, is really a power issue.
When we keep our grading criteria to ourselves (or even worse—when we fail
to articulate them, even to ourselves) we corner the power market for ourselves
(or for our subconscious!). If our students are working to guess at what is im-
portant to us, they are focused on us rather than on their work. But when we
share the goals, perhaps even formulating the goals in a partnership, we share
the power of the grade as well. It is one thing if Maria knows clearly what are
the criteria for a particular writing assignment and yet fails to meet them. It is
something entirely different if she fails to meet criteria she knows nothing
about. In the first case, if her grade is lower than she would like, she knows why
and has a route open to her to correct the situation, a route that is much clearer
than “I just have to work harder.”

And, of course, there are the power issues related to the other adults in our
students’ lives. A third-grade teacher I know told me about a student in her
class whose parents grounded him every time he brought home a grade lower
than an “A.” Principals have been known to place students (or refuse to place
them) in enrichment programs of various titles (gifted, talented, etc.) based on
a pattern of grades. Counselors have been known to refer students to special
programs of all types based on grades. Beyond doing our best to educate people
around us about what we are trying to communicate with our grades, there is
very little we can do to change some of these larger issues. But, we must always
take grades seriously. Often they have more power than we intend for them.

A World without Grades

In my ideal educational world, grading would not exist at all. (Lots of other
things would be different too, but they are beyond the scope of this book.)
Some progressive schools are attempting alternative approaches to evaluation.
For example, I know of a district in which students are not given grades at all
until they reach the fourth grade. I know of another school that is developing a
system of portfolios of student work accompanied only by anecdotal records.
As we move into a new millennium, educators worldwide envision new ways of
assessing writing. In an article that appeared in Reading Research Quarterly,
Robert Tierney (2000) articulated seven goals for evaluating writing that would
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not result in grades at all. Instead, his process of evaluation would raise more
questions about student learning than it would answer. The push toward stan-
dardization of writing evaluation that we’re seeing in many states stands in
stark contrast to this vision. Most of the schools I work in use grades and re-
quire teachers to provide grades to parents and students at regular intervals
(sometimes every week, sometimes every nine weeks) and teachers are faced
with the realities of grades and power and politics. While we work toward a
better educational system, it becomes important to find ways of transcending
the sea of red ink we sometimes find ourselves awash in so that we can use eval-
uation to communicate about instruction with our students.

Chapter Summary

Sometimes we feel ourselves awash in a sea of red ink. Some schools are ex-
perimenting with systems without grades, but for most of us there is no escape
from grades. Therefore, we must make sure our evaluation is not separate from
our instruction: we must make our evaluation serve our teaching.

EXERCISES

1. Design a year’s evaluation plan to go with the beginning you made in Chap-
ter 9, Exercise 2. Explain how you could use evaluation to support the de-
velopment of instructional purposes.

2. Explain how you could use the grading plan you designed in Exercise 1 to
evaluate your own teaching for the year and revise your teaching for the fol-
lowing year.

Reference Tierney, Robert J. “How Will Literacy be Assessed in the Next Millenium?” Reading Re-
search Quarterly 35, 2 (April/May/June 2000): 244–246.
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Learning the Grading Process

Grading is a craft, just as calligraphy is a craft. To do calligraphy we must
learn about oddly shaped pens, india ink, and textures of papers. We must
study and practice the shapes of the alphabet, maybe even attempting gold illu-
mination of tall letters on crackling onionskin.

But calligraphy can be an art as well. An artist-calligrapher who lived in my
town died recently. As a coincidence, there happened to be a show of his work
at the university art museum at the same time. (The show became a tribute
show.) As I wandered up and down the rows, I was filled with excitement. This
man (Dick Beasley was his name) had succeeded in making art from calligra-
phy. I had never seen calligraphy art before—pictures of energy, pictures of
thanksgiving, pictures of ancient elegance—all made from the alphabet. The
walls of the exhibit were punctuated with quotations from Dick about his work.
One quotation spoke to the tension he felt between art and craft:

The process, or medium, for me, is simply a means to an end, not an end in it-
self. The end product must stimulate visually my own eyes quite apart from
the means I employ to execute the image. I claim no mastery over any process,
but expect of myself enough technical competence not to be apologetic for the
quality of any work produced by my own hands and mind. Art and craft, you
realize, can in no way be separate from each other. Art is the concept, or men-
tal image of the artist, craft is the making of that concept or image. This applies
to any process or medium where an artist is imposing ideas upon materials for
a given end.

Dr. Beasley’s work displayed in the room included abstract designs, weavings,
pottery, illuminated lettering, even certificates. All of the pieces testified to the
fact that he had managed to take the stylized letters of his craft and make them
his own, draw them so that they spoke what he, Dick Beasley, felt inside his
soul. He had made his craft into an art.

And so it is with evaluation. To grade students’ papers competently, we
must learn what options we have and how to choose from among them. To

CHAPTER 11

Teach Yourself to Grade
or the Grading Process
in Action

135



grade them humanely and touch the art of teaching with our evaluation, we
must become sensitive to the nuances in our instructional situations. To be-
come the best teachers of students, we must adapt the tools to make them our
own, to make them serve our instructional purposes.

But this is a how-to book. How, then, to . . . ?
First, no one but you can teach yourself to grade. A book or a workshop or

a presenter can give you ideas, hints, and suggestions, but you must be in
charge of your own learning. The learning of a craft or an art is as individual as
every person who has ever become an artist or a craftsman. Usually, however,
we learn crafts and arts by some combination of observation, learning of princi-
ples, and practice. As students ourselves we have had years of observing certain
kinds of evaluation. As with any observation, however, our personal record is
spotty, incomplete. The purpose of this book is to lay out the principles of eval-
uation—grading options. Grading cannot be learned from reading a book any
more than calligraphy can be learned from a book. The real learning takes place
once the beginning artist or beginning grader begins to experiment and prac-
tice.

The writing process itself can point the way: Prewriting—Drafting—Re-
writing—Sharing. Or is it Prewriting—Rewriting—Prewriting—Drafting—
Sharing—Drafting—Rewriting—Sharing—Prewriting?

But then, like the writing process, perhaps the grading process can be un-
tangled into primary activities: Pregrading—Guessing—Regrading—Grading.
To me, “pregrading” means studying the communication situation and match-
ing our options—this entire book, in fact. As with “prewriting,” “pregrading”
should occupy a lot of our time and thought. As you do brainstorming and leg-
work necessary before you begin to grade, consider the following questions and
the possible answers. Make your choices in the light of your classroom context.

Consider your classroom context

Question: What are my strengths and challenges as a writing teacher?

Question: What are my students’ needs and attitudes toward writing?

Question: What are the goals of the writing instruction my students will re-
ceive?

Consider possible grading approaches

Question: How do I plan to determine the letter or number grade on this as-
signment?

Possible Answers: Analytic, blended, or holistic approach.

Consider possible response strategies

Question: How do I plan to communicate the grade on this assignment?

Possible Answers: Conferences, taped responses, computer-written re-
sponses, handwritten notes, grading sheets, grades without comments.

Consider possible management systems

Question: How do I plan to arrive at a six-weeks’ or year grade?
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Possible Answers: Grade-averaging; cumulative records such as checklists,
anecdotal records, or cumulative writing folders; contracts; or portfo-
lios.

Consider possible evaluation styles

Question: Who will have the decision-making power in my classroom?

Possible Answers: Teacher, student, peers, student/teacher partnership,
someone outside the classroom.

Once you’ve answered the questions and have chosen your grading tools,
you’re ready to move on in the process of grading. “Guessing” comes first,
putting the first tentative grade on the first student papers. Then comes “re-
grading,” going back and making sure the grades we gave the first and last pa-
pers agree. “Grading” is the moment when we commit ourselves and hand back
the papers or send home the report cards. And maybe the grading process is
just as recursive as the writing process. Maybe it looks like the schematics of
the writing process we have begun to draw, messy and recursive, bending back
infinitely on itself until we finally just stop. In his book Write to Learn, Donald
Murray offers a model of the writing process that illustrates the messy, recur-
sive nature of writing, the jumble that happens in our heads (p. 6). His model is
presented in Figure 11.1. Perhaps a graphic of the grading process (see Figure
11.2) would look much the same.

And as with writing, experimenting with grading is O.K.; in fact, it is man-
datory if we are to truly match our evaluation to our instruction, if we are to de-
velop the individual grading system each of us as “teacher” needs, and if we are
to find our own voices as graders.
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In recent years I have had the pleasure of getting to know several fiction
writers on a personal basis. One of the questions I love to ask is, “How do you
write?” The answers are fascinating and varied. One writer I know writes in
longhand on a yellow legal pad in the library. Another writer I know writes on a
word processor in a study at home. In her book The Writing Life, Annie Dillard
tells about a writer who does errands and then rushes into his house to retype
everything he’s written up to that point and add a sentence or two. Another
writer I know of needs solitude so intensely that she moves to a new city when-
ever she is beginning a new book. Some writers drink, some listen to music,
some eat popcorn. Oddly, perhaps, all of these writers are good writers. But
how did these people develop these systems for writing? The answer is, of
course, by writing, by practicing, by seeing what fit their personal work styles
and what did not. Learning to grade is much the same.

Ways of Beginning

But lest I leave you where my teachers left me—“you have to work it out
yourself”—I will lay out for you three scenarios of possible ways to begin teach-
ing yourself to grade. Please remember, though, that these are only three of an
almost infinite number of scenarios. If none of these works for you, strike out
across the desert on your own. Do errands madly and then rush into your house
to grade a paper or two.
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Scenario #1

Begin from an analytic base. Find your district’s curriculum guide or state’s
standards. Make a list of all of the writing skills someone else has compiled that
are labeled as “appropriate” for the grade level you teach. Divide them into the
five categories I have suggested in Chapter 3 (context, content, structure, me-
chanics, process). Read the paper once for context and content, a second time
for structure, a third time for mechanics. Examine the process the student used.
Pick up another student’s work. Read that student’s work in the same way as
you did the first one’s. Do this a hundred times or until the pieces begin to blur
before your eyes and you can move toward primary-trait scoring and, finally,
holistic scoring.

Scenario #2

Begin from a primary-trait base. If the pieces of the grading puzzle are new
concepts for you, teach yourself to grade as you teach your students to write.
You may begin with any piece of the puzzle you choose (I would recommend
beginning with process). Using your state scoring guide or the list in Chapter 3,
make yourself a rubric that covers only that piece of the puzzle (the writing
process—prewriting, drafting, revising, editing, publishing). Teach process to
your students. Grade their papers only on process.

Now move to another piece of the puzzle—context, perhaps. Make yourself
a rubric about audience, purpose, and author’s stance. Teach context concerns
to your students. Evaluate their papers on process and context. Move to con-
tent, and so on. Begin with the six traits. Select one trait and evaluate your stu-
dents’ writing only on that one trait. Add another trait and another until you are
evaluating on all six traits.

Do this a hundred times or until you begin to get a feel for the pieces.

Scenario #3

Begin from a holistic base. Read a set of papers straight through. Without
thinking too much, sort them into three piles—“Good,” “O.K.,” and “Weak.”
Read your “Good” stack a second time and divide it into “Excellent” and
“Good” and “Not Quite as Good as I Thought.” Read your “O.K.” stack a sec-
ond time and divide it into “Pretty Good Really,” “O.K.,” and “Just Barely O.K.”
Read your “Weak” stack a second time and divide it into “Almost O.K.,”
“Weak,” and “Needs Another Try.” Sift through your stacks (you’ll remember
the papers this time) and double check that you’ve been fair. Move a paper or
two around. If in doubt, move the paper to a higher stack (both you and the
student will feel better and no harm will be done). Collapse your stacks (“Ex-
cellent” is stack one. “Good,” “Not Quite as Good as I Thought,” and “Pretty
Good Really” is stack two. “O.K.,” “Just Barely O.K.,” and “Almost O.K.” be-
come stack three. “Weak” is a fourth stack.) Put grades on your stacks (“A” for
stack one, “B” for stack two, “C” for stack three, “D” for stack four—or use the
“+,” “�+,” “�,” or “��”). Give back the “Needs Another Try” stack, have con-
ferences with those students, and ask them to redo the assignment.
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Do cluster grading a hundred times or until the stacks begin to have spe-
cific characteristics for you. Write down those characteristics. Make a rubric
from your lists. Grade from your rubric until you are ready to examine the
state’s curriculum guide for more characteristics.

Creating a Personal Grading System

Why teach yourself to grade using all the different approaches? You don’t
have to, of course. No one is going to come to your classroom with a five-year
checklist and see if you’ve tried all of the approaches. But no grading strategy
tells the whole story. Writing is an exceedingly complex behavior, and the dif-
ferent approaches to evaluating it offer us different bits of information about
the process of becoming an articulate writer. From holistic grading we learn
that writing is more than the sum of its parts. We acknowledge that a piece of
writing can be heavily flawed (like Flannery O’Connor’s drafts) and still be
powerful and wonderful. We also acknowledge that writing can be flawless in
design and still say absolutely nothing worth saying (a high school senior’s five-
paragraph essay on “the future”). From analytic grading we learn that writing
can be taught, that we can oftentimes define for a writer what it is that he or she
needs to work on to improve. I believe that it is important for any teacher who
grades writing to understand all the approaches to grading. Only then can
meaningful choices be made that match grading strategies to instructional
goals.

Learning to grade is like learning any other craft. It is not easy to learn to
grade, just as it is not easy to learn to ride a bicycle, fly an airplane, crochet an
afghan, or create art from calligraphy. It takes a long time and a lot of practice
to get good at evaluation. But because most of us teach ten, twenty, or even
forty years, an investment of two or three years teaching ourselves to grade
writing will pay off in the long run. The more intentional each of us becomes
about evaluation, the more we each pick a system and practice with it, the
quicker and more consistent we become. After several years of teaching and
grading writing you may find that you grade very differently from the teacher
next door. And guess what? That’s O.K.

We teach and grade from our values. All of us value different things about
different kinds of writing. (My husband likes to read travelogues that offer
philosophical comments along the trail; I enjoy murder mysteries about charac-
ters who fool the world but not the detective.) As long as students understand
clearly what we value about writing—what it is that we are trying to teach
them—and as long as our evaluation reflects our instruction, our grades are
“fair.” Students stay in school for twelve to sixteen to twenty-two years. They
have different teachers who teach them different things about writing. Thank
goodness, right? So clarify for yourself what you value most about writing,
match your instructional goals to those values, match your grading system to
those instructional goals, inform your students of your system, and grade their
papers with conviction!
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Chapter Summary

Learning to grade involves both art and craft. The craft is knowing which
tools to use in which situation. The art is in knowing what you want your
grades to do. While learning to grade it is important to understand both ana-
lytic and holistic grading, so it is unimportant where on the continuum a
teacher begins to learn to grade.

EXERCISES

1. Answer the “pregrading” questions listed in the beginning of this chapter.
Check to make sure that none of your choices undercuts the purpose of the
other choices you’ve made. Write a statement describing and defending your
grading scheme in light of the classroom context in which you’re working.
Explain and defend your grading scheme to a small group of other teachers.

2. Decide where on the grading approach continuum you want to begin learn-
ing to grade. Grade five papers from Appendix A according to the approach
you have chosen.

3. Find someone in your group who began at a different point on the contin-
uum. Swap papers (with the grades kept secret from each other). Grade the
other teacher’s papers using your approach. Ask the other teacher to grade
yours using his or her approach. Compare the grades of all ten papers. Dis-
cuss any grades that are radically different. Is the difference a result of the
method, or of your values as teachers, or of something else?
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Appendix A contains thirty samples of writing done by children in first
through sixth grades. Wherever I could gather more than one sample from an
assignment, I did so, attempting to provide samples that illustrated the range of
work turned in to the teacher for evaluation. The samples illustrate a variety of
instructional purpose and student audience, drawn as they were from different
classrooms in schools sometimes over 100 miles apart. I have intentionally
omitted the original context of the piece of writing: invent your own contexts
for it. In the context of a primary classroom, Figure A.14 (for example) may
represent excellent work; however, in the context of a sixth-grade classroom, it
may represent work that needs to be redone. Experiment with instructional
purpose as well. See what happens to the grade on the piece as the context
changes. Trade papers with another teacher and see what happens to the grade.
Discuss what you each did and why.

But beyond providing practice for grading and points of departure for dis-
cussion, this appendix illustrates the range and richness of children’s writing.
So use your own imagination, and enjoy the imaginations of the kids who so
kindly allowed me to use their work.
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FIGURE A.1a. Fortunately/Unfortunately



APPENDIX A Sample Papers 145

FIGURE A.1b. Fortunately/Unfortunately (continued)
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FIGURE A.1c. Fortunately/Unfortunately (continued)
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FIGURE A.1d. Fortunately/Unfortunately (continued)
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FIGURE A.1e. Fortunately/Unfortunately (continued)
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FIGURE A.1f. Fortunately/Unfortunately (continued)
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FIGURE A.2a. Unfortunately/Fortunately
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FIGURE A.2b. Unfortunately/Fortunately (continued)
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FIGURE A.2c. Unfortunately/Fortunately (continued)
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FIGURE A.2d. Unfortunately/Fortunately (continued)
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FIGURE A.2e. Unfortunately/Fortunately (continued)
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FIGURE A.2f. Unfortunately/Fortunately (continued)
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FIGURE A.2g. Unfortunately/Fortunately (continued)
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FIGURE A.3a. Spring Break
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FIGURE A.3b. Spring Break (continued)
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FIGURE A.4. Dear Penny . . .
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FIGURE A.5. The Anasazis
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FIGURE A.6. China
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FIGURE A.7. My mom is . . .
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FIGURE A.8. A Ship
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FIGURE A.9. A Sequel to Tom Sawyer
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FIGURE A.10. Mr. Ed

FIGURE A.9. A Sequel to Tom Sawyer (continued)
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FIGURE A.11. Monkey Bars
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FIGURE A.12. My Favorite Author
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FIGURE A.13. The Plane
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FIGURE A.14. The Important Thing about Whales . . .
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FIGURE A.15. The Important Thing about My Dog . . .
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FIGURE A.16. Stomach
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FIGURE A.17. Muscles
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FIGURE A.18. Excited
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FIGURE A.19. Excited (second example)
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FIGURE A.21. A Great Person

FIGURE A.20. A Persian Kitten
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FIGURE A.22. I Like to Play . . .
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FIGURE A.23. How You Play . . .



178 APPENDIX A Sample Papers

FIGURE A.24. Dear Matt . . .
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FIGURE A.25. Dear William . . .
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FIGURE A.25. Dear William . . . (continued)
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FIGURE A.26. The Beaver



182 APPENDIX A Sample Papers

FIGURE A.27. Bald Eagles
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FIGURE A.28. Iguanas
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FIGURE A.29. My Earliest Memory
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FIGURE A.30. My Earliest Memory (second example)





Research and Theory

Ackerman, John. Students’ Self-Analysis and Judges’ Perceptions: Where Do They Agree?
Technical Report #23. University of California, Berkeley: Center for the Study of Writ-
ing, May 1989.

This study argues that giving and responding to a writing assignment is an act of
negotiation that depends on at least seven variables. The writing task was divided
into source, format, and plan; student perceptions and judges’ perceptions of these
categories were compared.

Anson, Chris M., ed. Writing and Response: Theory, Practice, and Research. Urbana, IL:
National Council of Teachers of English, 1989.

This collection of sixteen essays addresses a wide range of theoretical issues
grouped into three large categories: toward a theory of response in the classroom
community, new perspective for responding to writing, and studies of response in
the instructional context.

Applebee, Arthur N., et al. Learning to Write in Our Nation’s Schools: Instruction and
Achievement in 1988 at Grades 4, 8, and 12. The National Assessment of Educational
Progress, prepared by Educational Testing Service, June 1990.

Of particular interest is the discrepancy between student perceptions and teacher
perceptions of feedback on completed work (pp. 53–56).

Cooper, Charles R. and Lee Odell, eds. Evaluating Writing: Describing, Measuring,
Judging. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English, 1977.

This collection of six essays summarizes methods of describing writing and meas-
uring its growth. Essays cover holistic evaluation, primary-trait scoring, computer-
aided description of mature word choices in writing, early blooming and late
blooming syntactic structures, measuring changes in intellectual processes as one
dimension of growth in writing, individualized goal setting, self-evaluation, and
peer evaluation.

Dyson, Anne Haas and Sarah Warshauer Freedman. On Teaching Writing: A Review of
the Literature. Occasional Paper #20. University of California, Berkeley, Center for the
Study of Writing, July 1990.
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This bibliography is an invaluable tool for a survey of the literature. A section on
the evaluation of writing (pp. 7–9) cites sources that discuss classroom issues, local
issues, and national issues.

Freedman, Sarah Warshauer. Evaluating Writing: Linking Large-Scale Testing and Class-
room Assessment. Occasional Paper #27. University of California, Berkeley, Center for
the Study of Writing, May 1991.

This paper focuses on large-scale testing and classroom assessment in an attempt to
bridge the gap between teachers of writing and the testing and measurement com-
munity. A lengthy (and useful) reference list is appended.

Harmon, John. “The Myth of Measurable Improvement.” English Journal 77 (9/1988):
79–80.

This essay argues that because writing skill develops over a long period of time, a
portfolio grading system makes the most sense.

Horvath, Brooke K. “The Components of Written Response: A Practical Synthesis of
Current Views.” In The Writing Teacher’s Sourcebook, New York: Oxford University
Press, 1988.

This essay summarizes and synthesizes some of the guidelines, based on a study of
the literature, for making effective written comments on student papers. The basic
concern of the essay is with formative rather than summative evaluation.

Hyslop, Nancy B. “Evaluating Student Writing: Methods and Measurements,” ERIC
Clearinghouse on Reading and Communication Skills, March 1990.

This page and a half digest synthesizes nine major contributions between 1977 and
1988 to the field of evaluating student writing.

Krest, Margie. “Time on My Hands: Handling the Paper Load.” English Journal 76
(12/1987): 37–42.

This essay redefines the role of “teacher” as it redefines the role of evaluation of stu-
dent writing. It provides an overview of timesaving techniques as well.

Lees, Elaine O. “Evaluating Student Writing.” In The Writing Teacher’s Sourcebook, 2nd
ed., edited by Gary Tate and Edward P. J. Corbett, pp. 263–267. New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1988.

This essay looks at writing evaluation from a communication perspective: What do
I as evaluator have to say to my student as an audience? The author discusses seven
kinds of responding: correcting, emoting, describing, suggesting, questioning, re-
minding, and assigning.

Lindemann, Erika. A Rhetoric for Writing Teachers. New York: Oxford University Press,
1987.

Chapter 13 of this book (pp. 191–223) is titled “Making and Evaluating Writing
Assignments.” In this chapter, the author discusses the relationship between grad-
ing and making writing assignments. She also discusses the various reasons for
grading and some of the options available to teachers.

Schriver, Karen A. Evaluating Text Quality: The Continuum from Text-Focused to Reader-
Focused Methods. Technical Report #41. University of California, Berkeley, Center for
the Study of Writing, March 1990.

This report focuses on methods available to writers for evaluating the effectiveness
of the texts they produce. It begins by isolating persistent questions raised by read-
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ers and then reviews typical methods of writer evaluation in three classes: text-
focused, expert-judgment focused, and reader-focused approaches.

Shaugnessy, Mina. Errors and Expectations: A Guide for the Teacher of Basic Writing. New
York: Oxford University Press, 1977.

While the population with which Shaugnessy worked was college freshmen, this
book is a classic in the field of evaluation. Its basic premise is that student writing
errors are not simply careless or random, that, in fact, they are consistent within
the writing of any single student, and can be analyzed for patterns to determine
what relearning must take place to achieve correct written language.

Sperling, Melanie. I Want to Talk to Each of You: Collaboration and the Teacher–Student
Writing Conference. Technical Report #37. University of California, Berkeley, Center for
the Study of Writing, October 1989.

This study examines interactive teacher–student writing conferences. Using ethno-
graphic procedures, the study examines conferences over a six-week period for six
case study ninth-graders.

Tchudi, Stephen, ed. Alternatives to Grading Student Writing. Urbana, IL: NCTE, 1997.

This book reports the findings of the National Council of Teachers of English Com-
mittee on Alternatives to Grading Student Writing. The collection of nineteen es-
says is broken into three sections: background and theory, responding to student
writing, and classroom strategies and alternatives to grading student writing. It also
offers six outlines for faculty workshops on alternatives to grading writing.

Tiedt, Iris McClellan. Writing: From Topic to Evaluation. Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 1989.

This book contains explanations of contemporary theories about teaching writing
and sample applications designed to illustrate how to put the theory into practice.
Methods of evaluation that are discussed include analytic, holistic, and primary-
trait. Self-evaluation and peer evaluation strategies are also included.

Weaver, Constance. Teaching Grammar in Context. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1996.

Working from research, the author discusses how children develop grammatical
competence. She offers suggestions for sound instructional strategies and sample
lessons on selected aspects of grammar.

White, Edward M. “Post-structural Literary Criticism and the Response to Student
Writing.” In The Writing Teacher’s Sourcebook, 2nd ed., edited by Gary Tate and Edward
P. J. Corbett, pp. 285–293. New York: Oxford University Press, 1988.

In this essay, the author draws parallels between post-structuralist literary criticism
and the practice of process-oriented writing teachers in reading and responding to
student papers.

Yancey, Kathleen Blake. Reflection in the Writing Classroom. Logan, Utah: University of
Utah Press, 1998.

This book applies Donald Schon’s work on reflection to the writing classroom and
suggests ways reflection can impact both how teachers teach writing and how stu-
dents learn to write. Of particular interest is Chapter 5, “Reflective Reading, Reflec-
tive Responding,” which suggests ways of developing a philosophy of reading, re-
sponding to, and evaluating student writing.
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Classroom Practice

Beaver, Teri. The Author’s Profile: Assessing Writing in Context. York, Maine: Stenhouse,
1998.

This book offers a method of continuous assessment of student writing, suggesting
criteria for “nonassessable, emerging, and developing through advanced” writing
in both fiction and nonfiction.

Belanoff, Pat and Marcia Dickson, eds. Portfolios: Process and Product. Portsmouth, NH:
Boynton/Cook (Heinemann), 1991.

This collection of essays addresses questions of evaluation of portfolios in different
contexts. Of particular interest are the essays collected in Section III—Classroom
Portfolios, pp. 151–228.

Bird, Lois Bridges, Kenneth S. Goodman, and Yetta M. Goodman. The Whole Language
Catalog: Forms for Authentic Assessment. SRA: McMillan/McGraw-Hill, 1994.

This book is filled with forms teachers can use for monitoring, observing, interact-
ing with, and reporting student learning. Occasional explanatory sections put the
forms into a context.

Block, Cathy Collins. Teaching the Language Arts: Expanding Thinking through Student-
Centered Education, 3rd edition. Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 2001.

This book covers all aspects of language arts, addressing each issue from three an-
gles: theoretical foundations, putting theory into practice, and teachers as contin-
ual learners.

Bratcher, Suzanne. The Learning-to-Write Process in Elementary Classrooms. Mahwah,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc., 1997.

This book takes an in-depth look at strategies teachers can use to establish their
students’ comfort with writing, build their confidence, and develop their compe-
tence. It examines the four major modes or genres of writing—personal writing, in-
formative writing, persuasive writing, and literary writing—and discusses how
writing can be used in a variety of content areas. In addition, it offers suggestions
for teachers just learning to teach writing.

Bridges, Lois. Assessment: Continuous Learning. York, Maine: Stenhouse Publishers,
1995.

This book defines “authentic assessment” and offers strategies teachers can use to
assess not only student learning but teaching as well. An excellent chapter on port-
folios and a useful professional bibliography are included as well.

Bridges, Lois. Writing as a Way of Knowing. York, Maine: Stenhouse Publishers, 1997.

This book offers strategies for teachers who want to begin teaching writing to ele-
mentary-age students. It includes suggestions for various classroom activities like
designing and running a writing workshop or conferencing with students. It also
takes a look at the conventions of writing, writing to learn, and genres.

Bunce-Crim, Mana. “New Tools for New Tasks.” Instructor 101, 7 (March, 1992):
23–26.

This article offers tips and techniques for ongoing evaluation of primary and ele-
mentary age students. It details a system that includes observation, conferencing,
and student self-assessment.
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Calkins, Lucy McCormick. The Art of Teaching Writing, new edition. Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann, 1994.

This new edition of what is now a classic work on teaching writing focuses
throughout on how children teach us how they learn to write and how we can help
them in that venture. The author emphasizes teaching writing using workshop
methods.

Cleary, Linda Miller. From the Other Side of the Desk: Students Speak Out about Writing.
Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook (Heinemann), 1991.

Of particular interest in this fascinating case-study book is the section entitled
“Problems with Writing Curricula” (pp. 150–161). In addition, reflections on eval-
uation of writing are imbedded throughout the student stories.

Goodman, Kenneth, Yetta M. Goodman, and Wendy J. Hood, eds. The Whole Language
Evaluation Book. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1989.

The essays collected in this book center around particular stories of individual
classrooms. The book is rich in student writing examples and evaluation forms cre-
ated by teachers for various purposes.

Graves, Donald H. Writing: Teachers and Children at Work. Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann, 1983.

Chapters 28 and 29, “Record Each Child’s Development” and “Share the Children’s
Development with Parents and Administrators,” give practical step-by-step direc-
tions for record keeping and communication. Eleven different kinds of records are
discussed.

Graves, Donald. A Fresh Look at Writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1994.

This follow-up to the classic Writing: Teachers and Children at Work focuses on ac-
tions teachers can take to teach more. It stresses teaching experiments and teachers
learning right along with children. The book is wide-ranging, offering strategies to
help teachers rethink why we teach writing, what responsibilities children can take
for their own learning, what the fundamentals of writing are, what kinds of writing
we want children to learn to do, and how to learn in an educational community.

Haley-James, Shirley. “Twentieth-Century Perspectives on Writing in Grades One
through Eight.” In Perspectives on Writing in Grades 1–8, edited by Shirley Haley-James.
Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English, 1981.

A portion of this essay (pp. 14–16) offers an interesting historical summary of
methods of evaluation from 1900 to 1979.

Linck, Wayne M. “Grading and Evaluation Techniques for Whole Language Teachers.”
Language Arts 68, 2 (February, 1991): 125–132.

This article explains three systems for grading: individual comparison techniques,
group comparison techniques, and criteria comparison techniques.

McCarrier, Andrea, Gay Su Pinnell, and Irene C. Fountas. Interactive Writing: How Lan-
guage and Literacy Come Together, K–2. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2000.

This book engages the issues of very early writing. It discusses the characteristics of
a quality literacy program, both in theory and in practice. Two sections are of par-
ticular interest: Section 2, “Sharing the Pen with Young Writers,” and Section 5,
“The Foundations of Effective Writing Practice.” Appendices 3 and 4 are also appli-
cable: “Self-Assessment Rubric for Interactive Writing” and “Analysis of Writing.”
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Mayher, John S., Nancy Lester, and Gordon M. Pradl. Learning to Write, Writing to
Learn. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook (Heinemann), 1983.

Chapter 7 of this book, “Responding and Evaluating,” offers examples of teacher
response to reprinted student texts. Categories include teacher response, collabora-
tive peer response, conferencing, and editing. Content-area writing is an added di-
mension of this text.

Moffett, James and Betty Jane Wagner. Student-Centered Language Arts, K–12.
Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook (Heinemann), 1992.

Chapter 10, “Evaluation,” discusses five functions of evaluation and offers strate-
gies for inside-the-classroom evaluation as well as for outside-the-classroom evalu-
ation. Classroom strategies include observation, charting, portfolios, and confer-
ences.

Ruddell, Robert B. Teaching Children to Read and Write, 2nd edition. Boston: Allyn & Ba-
con, 1999.

This book focuses on how reading and writing instruction support one another. It
offers “How to Do” instructions throughout to help teachers learn to use recom-
mended instructional strategies. It delineates the teacher’s role in student learning
and suggests ways teachers can become influential for parents and children.

Smitherman, Geneva. Talkin that Talk: Language, Culture and Education in African Amer-
ica. New York: Routledge, 2000.

This collection of essays brings together Smitherman’s most important writings on
Ebonics, or Black English. Of particular interest is “English Teacher, Why You Be
Doing the Thangs You Don’t Do?” In this essay Smitherman proposes a Five-point
Program for teaching English in the inner-city. While the essay was first written
thirty years ago in the context of junior-high education, its main points are as im-
portant today in elementary classrooms as they were in 1972.

Spandel, Vicki. Classroom Applications of Writing Assessment: A Teacher’s Handbook.
Clearinghouse for Applied Performance Testing, May 1981. In ERIC ED214995.

This handbook was written to meet the needs of the classroom teacher who is
teaching writing and who wishes to use performance-based assessment strategies:
holistic, analytic, and primary-trait.

Spandel, Vicki and Richard Stiggins. Creating Writers: Linking Assessment and Writing
Instruction. New York: Longman, 1990.

Chapter 5, “Grading: What It Will and Will Not Do,” discusses what grades are,
what to grade, and when to grade. Special emphasis is given to analytical grading.

Tchudi, Steven and Diana Mitchell. Exploring and Teaching the English Language Arts,
4th edition. New York: Longman, 1999.

This book surveys strategies for teaching all of the language arts to elementary-age
students. The two chapters on writing, “Teaching Writing” and “Writing for the
Here and Now,” offer strategies for teaching writing that range from journals to
preparing students for college and suggest ways teachers can become writing
coaches.

Tchudi, Stephen N. and Susan J. Tchudi. The English/Language Arts Handbook.
Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook (Heinemann), 1991.

Chapter 4, “Assessment, Evaluation, and Grading,” distinguishes between assess-
ment, which describes and documents what is happening; evaluation, which im-
poses judgment standards on assessment; and grading, which condenses assess-
ment and evaluation into a symbol.
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Tompkins, Gail E. Teaching Writing: Balancing Process and Product. Columbus, OH:
Merrill Publishing Co., 1990.

Chapter 10, “Assessing Students’ Writing,” focuses on three types of assessment for
elementary age students: informal monitoring, process assessment, and product as-
sessment. Samples of questions to ask in conferences, checklists, anecdotal records,
and self-assessment questionnaires are included. Communication with parents is
also discussed.

Zemelman, Steven, Harvey Daniels, and Arthur Hyde. Best Practice: New Standards for
Teaching and Learning in America’s Schools, 2nd edition. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann,
1998.

Chapter 3 of this book, “Best Practice in Writing,” describes exemplary programs
in writing in public schools, focusing on practices teachers should consider in-
creasing or decreasing. Of particular interest is the description of a third-grade
writing classroom in Chicago.

Specific Strategies

Analytic Scoring

Stoneberg, Bert, Jr. “Analytic Trait Writing Assessment.” A report of the Greater Albany
Public Schools District Assessment of Writing of Students in Grades 5, 7, 9, and 11.
Greater Albany, Oregon, 1988. In ERIC, ED299567.

This report describes analytic assessment of student writing based on six areas:
ideas and content; organization and development; voice; word choice; sentence
structure; and the conventions of writing. Writing samples and scores for each
grade level are included.

Anecdotal Records

Rhodes, Lynn K. and Sally Natenson-Mejia. “Anecdotal Records: A Powerful Tool for
Ongoing Literacy Assessment.” The Reading Teacher 45, 7 (September 1990): 44–48.

The authors discuss anecdotal notes: how to collect and analyze them. Teachers re-
ported that they saw and heard with greater clarity when using anecdotal records.

Checklists

“Evaluation Checklist for Student Writing in Grades K–3, Ottawa County.” Ottawa
City, Ohio, Office of Education, 1988. In ERIC, ED299583.

This checklist was the primary record-keeping tool for a competency-based educa-
tion program in Ohio. Guidelines for the development of the checklist are in-
cluded.

Conferences

Bloom, Diane. “Conferencing: Assessing Growth and Change in Student Writing.” New
Jersey State Department of Education, June 1986. In ERIC, ED308513.

This booklet presents three practical procedures for conferencing to help upper el-
ementary level teachers evaluate the language development of students as they
teach the writing process.
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Goldstein, Lynn M. and Susan Conrad. “Student Input and Negotiation of Meaning in
ESL Writing Conferences.” TESOL Quarterly 24, 3 (Fall 1990): 443–460.

This article examines the degree of student control in writing conferences when
English is the second language of the student. It focuses particularly on how stu-
dents dealt with revision.

Nickel, Jodi. “When Writing Conferences Don’t Work: Students’ Retreat from Teacher
Agenda.” Language Arts 79, 2 (November 2001): 136–147.

This article describes situations this teacher encountered when students resisted
writing conferences. Through extensive reflection and data analysis, the author ar-
rives at five reasons conferences sometimes don’t work and eight recommendations
to help teachers design effective conferences.

Turbill, Jan, ed. No Better Way to Teach Writing. Rozelle, New S. Wales, Australia, 1982.

This book describes the conference approach to teaching writing as it is practiced
in an Australian Writing Project. It is divided into grade-level sections (K–2; pri-
mary) and contains a chapter on evaluation.

Valcourt, Gladys. “Inviting Rewriting: How to Respond to a First Draft.” Canadian Jour-
nal of English Language Arts 12, 1–2: 29–36.

This article examines teachers’ responses to students’ first drafts. It suggests three
ways to encourage rewriting: dialog feedback, student conferences, and reader-
reaction summaries.

Vukelich, Carol and LuAnn Laverson. “Text Revisions by Two Young Writers Follow-
ing Teacher/Student Conferences.” Journal of Research in Childhood Education 3, 1
(Spring–Summer 1988): 46–54.

This article describes ways in which two second-grade writers used questions and
comments made by their teacher during revising conferences.

Contracts

Beale, Walter and Don King. “A Grading Contract that Works.” Exercise Exchange 26, 1
(Fall 1981): 17–20.

This article describes a contract the authors developed for freshman English. It
could be adapted, however.

Holistic Measures

Gearhart, Maryl, et al. “Writing Portfolios at the Elementary Level: A Study of Methods
for Writing Assessment.” In ERIC, ED344900 (1992).

This study investigated the utility and meaningfulness of using holistic and analytic
scoring rubrics for portfolios.

Herron, Jeannine. “Computer Writing Labs: A New Vision for Elementary Writing.”
Writing Notebook: Creative Word Processing in the Classroom 9, 3 (January 1992): 31–33.

This article asserts that writing must have as honored a place as reading in first
grade instruction. It discusses the need for computers, cooperative learning, and
holistic assessment. It reports on implementation in a Los Altos, CA, school.
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Myers, Miles. A Procedure for Writing Assessment and Holistic Scoring. Urbana, IL: Na-
tional Council of Teachers of English, 1980.

This explanation for holistic scoring has been used by many school districts for dis-
trict-wide writing assessments, such as writing proficiency tests, for over ten years.
It is considered a classic in the field.

Vaac, Nancy Nesbitt. “Writing Evaluation: Examining Four Teachers’ Holistic and Ana-
lytic Scores.” Elementary School Journal 90, 1 (September 1989): 87–95.

This study examines the concurrent validity of holistic scores and analytic ratings
of the same writing samples.

Portfolios

Cooper, Winfield. “What is a Portfolio?” Portfolio News, Spring 1991.

This essay offers a collection of twelve definitions of what portfolios are, drawn
from a variety of teachers and schools.

Fu, Danling and Linda L. Lamme. “Assessment through Conversation.” Language Arts
79, 3 (January 2002): 241–250.

This article discusses why teachers should use portfolio assessment in conjunction
with state assessments. The authors suggest that the best way to get a complete pic-
ture of student improvement in writing is through conversations among parents,
teachers, and children around writing portfolios.

Galley, Sharon Martens. “Portfolio as Mirror: Student and Teacher Learning Reflected
through the Standards.” Language Arts 78, 2 (November 2000): 121–127.

This article recounts the process one teacher invented to use student portfolios to
think about state standards, student learning, and her own teaching. The process
helped her reflect on what her classroom had been during the year as well as look
forward to what she wanted her classroom to become the next year.

Grady, Emily. “The Portfolio Approach to Assessment.” Fastback 341. Bloomington, In-
diana: Phi Delta Kappa Educational Foundation, 1992.

This overview of portfolios covers the basics: purposes and standards for portfolios,
what goes into a portfolio, personal professional portfolios, and implementation
and management strategies.

Hanson, Jane. “Literacy Portfolios.” The Reading Teacher 45, 8 (April 1992): 604.

This article discusses New Hampshire’s reevaluation of its literacy portfolio system.
Researchers found that students are better able to determine their own abilities and
progress.

“Picture of a Portfolio.” Instructor 101, 7 (March 1992): 26–28.

This article summarizes the Vermont Department of Education’s portfolio system
for grades 4, 8, and 12. It offers examples from a fourth-grade portfolio.

Portfolio News. A quarterly published by the Portfolio Assessment Clearinghouse.
Winfield Cooper and Jon Davies, co-directors. c/o San Dieguito Union High School Dis-
trict, 710 Encinitas Boulevard, Encintas, CA 92024.

This quarterly is published fall, winter, spring, and summer. It includes brief arti-
cles on the uses of portfolios in different content areas as well as in different parts
of the country.
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Vermont Department of Education. “A Different Way of Looking at Math: Explaining
Portfolios to Students.” Portfolio News, Winter 1991.

This article explains how portfolios were used in math for fourth and eighth grad-
ers. A definition and rationale are given.

Vermont Department of Education. “Explaining Portfolios to Students in Vermont, Part
II: Writing ‘Your History as a Writer.’ ” Portfolio News, Winter 1992.

This article discusses the what, why, and how of portfolio keeping as it is used in
Vermont.

“Writing and Reading Portfolios in Primary Grades.” Portfolio News, Winter 1992.

This article reviews Donald Graves’ book, Build a Literate Classroom, from a portfo-
lio perspective. It includes details of creating portfolios from work folders by selec-
tion, replacement, and addition.

Primary-Trait Scoring

Bebermeyer, Ruth, et al. “Sample Exercises and Scoring Guides.” ERIC, November 30,
1982 (ED224036).

This paper presents forty writing assignments and sixteen primary-trait scoring
guides used by elementary and secondary teachers who participated in a writing re-
search project.

Holdzkom, David, et al. “Purpose and Audience in Writing: A Study of Uses of the Pri-
mary-Trait System in Writing Instruction.” Paper presented at the annual conference of
the American Educational Research Association, Montreal, April 1983. In ERIC,
ED236687.

This study investigated instructional uses of primary-trait scoring techniques de-
vised by the National Assessment of Educational Progress. Eleven elementary and
secondary teachers participated in the study. The scoring techniques were used for
five specified purposes.

Student-Centered Strategies

Collins, Jeffrey. “Establishing Peer Evaluation of Writing: Students Need an Informed
Teacher Model.” In ERIC, ED243122 (1983): 11 pages.

The author of this essay argues that peer evaluation promotes ownership of writing
and that the key to the success of peer evaluation is teacher modeling in confer-
ences. The teacher encourages the students to respond to each other as real readers
would.

Jochum, Julie. “Whole-Language Writing: The Critical Response.” Highlights (the Jour-
nal of the Minnesota Reading Association) 11, 2 (May 1989): 5–7.

This article discusses peer response to writing. Writers’ circles, writers’ confer-
ences, and the writer as informant to open-ended questions are discussed.

Lewis, Melva and Arnold Lindaman. “How Do We Evaluate Student Writing? One Dis-
trict’s Answer.” Educational Leadership 46, 7 (April 1989): 70.

The district reported on in this article has the entire school write about one topic in
the fall and then another in the spring. Students evaluate their own writing; parents
and teachers offer comments.
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Writing Process Strategies

Hillerich, Robert. Teaching Children to Write K–8: A Complete Guide to Developing Writ-
ing Skills. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1985.

This book has as its cornerstone the notion that children learn to write by writing
in an enjoyable atmosphere. The last chapter deals with evaluating the writing
process.

Proett, Jackie and Kent Gill. The Writing Process in Action: A Handbook for Teachers. Ur-
bana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English, 1986.

This brief but excellent handbook outlines the writing process and illustrates it
with classroom activities. Evaluation strategies reviewed include traditional meth-
ods and holistic scoring methods.

Written Comments

Coleman, Mary. “Individualizing Instruction through Written Teacher Comments.”
Language Arts 57, 3 (March 1980): 294–298.

This article suggests four ways of using written comments to communicate with in-
dividual students: reaction, encouragement, correction, and evaluation.

Corley, Donna. “Thoughts from Students of Language Arts at the Elementary, High
School, and College Level on Teacher Written Comments.” Paper presented at the an-
nual meeting of the Southern Educational Research Association, Austin, Texas, January
25–27, 1990. In ERIC, ED316876.

This study was conducted to determine how written teacher comments affected
students who received them. At the elementary level, all of the students read the
comments. Sixty-six percent of the elementary students read the comments to see
what they did wrong; the rest read them to see what they had done right.

Olson, Mary and Paul Raffeld. “Effects of Written Comments on the Quality of Student
Composition and the Learning of Content.” Reading Psychology 8, 4 (1987): 273–293.

This study investigated the effect of written teacher comments on students. The
findings support the idea that content comments are helpful to students.

Straub, Richard. The Practice of Response: Strategies for Commenting on Student Writing.
Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press, Inc., 2000.

This book follows up on previous research by Straub and Lunsford (Twelve Readers
Reading: Responding to College Student Writing, 1995). While it is written in the con-
text of college writing, the principles that Straub identifies cut across grade-level
boundaries. Of particular interest is chapter 2, “A Way to Analyze Comments.” In
this chapter Straub categorizes the modes of comments available to us as respond-
ers to student writing: corrections, criticism, qualified criticism, praise, commands,
advice, closed questions, open questions, and reflective statements.

State Assessments

Arizona Department of Education, Academic Standards and Accountability, 2001,
http://www.ade.state..az.us/standards/ (30 March 2002)

Arizona’s Writing Standards can be found at this web address.

Arizona Department of Education, Official Scoring Guide to Arizona’s Instrument to
Measure the Standards, 2001, http://www.ade.az.gov/standards/download/6traits.pdf
(30 March 2002)

Information about Arizona’s Instrument to Measure the Standards in Writing are
found at this web address.
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Culham, Ruth. Picture Books—An Annotated Bibliography with Activities for Teaching
Writing, Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, 1998

This is a resource book for teachers full of creative lessons for presenting and using
the concepts of the Six Traits researched and developed by the Northwest Regional
Educational Laboratory. Lesson plans are available for use with students K–12.

Florida Department of Education, Florida Writes! Home Page, 2000, http://www.firn.
edu.doe/sas/flwrites.htm, (30 March 2002)

Florida’s Holistic Scoring Guide and rubric can be found and explained at this web
address.

Kentucky Department of Education, Kentucky Writing Assessment, 2000, http://
www.ael.org/rel/state/ky/kyasesmet.htm, (30 March 2002)

Information about Kentucky’s holistic scoring method and writing portfolio system
is explained at this web address.

Murphy, Sharon and Curt Dudley-Marling. “Editors’ Pages.” Language Arts 78, 2 (No-
vember 2000): 108–110.

This editorial suggests that equating state standards with success in writing results
in the psychological abandonment of students. The authors suggest that we think
about standards not as excellence but as adequacy, not only for children’s educa-
tional progress but also for school buildings and playgrounds, curricular materials,
food, shelter, and medical care.

Murphy, Sharon and Curt Dudley-Marling. “Editors’ Pages.” Language Arts 78, 5 (May,
2001): 412–413.

This editorial stresses the power of writing to effect social change and suggests that
as teachers we need to continually reconsider our understanding of the writing
process so that we can teach in ways that address both the power of writing and
high-stakes tests.

National Council of Teachers of English, On Urging Reconsideration of High Stakes
Testing, http://www.ncte.org/resolutions/highstakes002000.shtml (Business Meeting in
Milwaukee, WI, 2000)

This website includes the full text of a National Council of Teachers of English res-
olution addressing high-stakes testing. In part the resolution reads, “. . . high
stakes tests often fail to assess accurately students’ knowledge, understanding, and
capability. . . .”

Northwest Regional Education Laboratory, Seeing with New Eyes, NWREL, 1999

The guidebook provides ideas for teaching and assessing beginning writers. It is de-
signed to help primary teachers build awareness of the Six Traits through reading
children’s literature and developmentally appropriate writing activities. A continuum
of writing skills from kindergarten–second grade and a rubric that spells out criteria
for evaluating young writers help teachers observe and document growth.

Oregon Department of Education, Write Score Guides, 2001, http://www.ode.
state.or.us/asmt/resource/scorguides/writesg.htm, (4 April 2002)

Download Oregon’s six-trait scoring guide for use on its state writing assessment at
this web address.

Spandel, Vicki. Books, Lessons, Ideas for Teaching the Six Traits, Great Source Education
Group, 2001.

This annotated bibliography lists books that can be used to teach the Six Traits in
elementary and middle grades. It is divided into seven sections: one for each trait
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and a Teacher Resource section. The books labeled “Vic’s Picks” are must-have ti-
tles according to the author.

Tierney, Robert J. “How Will Literacy be Assessed in the Next Millenium?” Reading Re-
search Quarterly 35, 2 (April/May/June 2000): 244–246.

This article stresses the social inequity emphasized by high-stakes testing. The au-
thor surveys organized resistance to high-stakes testing across the United States
and internationally. He suggest six goals for positive evaluation in the future.

Wolf, Shelby Anne and Kenneth Paul Wolf. “Teaching True and to the Test in Writing.”
Language Arts 79, 3 (January 2002): 229–240.

This article describes the methods that six teachers in Kentucky and Washington
have devised to enable them to help their students prepare for annual state assess-
ments on standards and remain true to the writing pedagogy in which they believe.
The authors categorize their strategies into five classroom activities: understanding
the criteria, analyzing various models, responding to others’ writing, reflecting on
one’s own writing, and rehearsing the performance.
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Appendix C includes two state scoring guides that represent two different
scoring methods. Arizona’s scoring guide is an analytic guide based on the six
traits developed by the Oregon Department of Education. The Florida scoring
guide is a holistic guide.
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Official Scoring Guide: Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards
http://www.ade.state.az.us/standards/

IDEAS and CONTENT

6 5 4
The writing is exceptionally clear, fo-
cused and interesting. It holds the
reader’s attention throughout. Main
ideas stand out and are developed by
strong support and rich details suit-
able to audience and purpose. The
writing is characterized by
� clarity, focus, and control.
� main idea(s) that stand out.
� supporting, relevant, carefully se-

lected details; when appropriate,
use of resources provides strong,
accurate, credible support.

� a thorough, balanced, in-depth ex-
planation/exploration of the topic;
the writing makes connections and
shares insights.

� content and selected details that are
well suited to audience and pur-
pose.

The writing is clear, focused and in-
teresting. It holds the reader’s atten-
tion. Main ideas stand out and are
developed by supporting details suit-
able to audience and purpose. The
writing is characterized by
� clarity, focus, and control.
� main idea(s) that stand out.
� supporting, relevant, carefully se-

lected details; when appropriate,
use of resources provides strong,
accurate, credible support.

� a thorough, balanced explana-
tion/exploration of the topic; the
writing makes connections and
shares insights.

� content and selected details that are
well-suited to audience and pur-
pose.

The writing is clear and focused. The
reader can easily understand the main
ideas. Support is present, although it
may be limited or rather general. The
writing is characterized by
� an easily identifiable purpose.
� clear main idea(s).
� supporting details that are relevant,

but may be overly general or lim-
ited in places; when appropriate,
resources are used to provide accu-
rate support.

� a topic that is explored/explained,
although developmental details may
occasionally be out of balance with
the main ideas(s); some connec-
tions and insights may be present.

� content and selected details that are
relevant, but perhaps not consis-
tently well chosen for audience and
purpose.

3 2 1
The reader can understand the main
ideas, although they may be overly
broad or simplistic, and the results
may not be effective. Supporting de-
tail is often limited, insubstantial,
overly general, or occasionally
slightly off-topic. The writing is char-
acterized by
� an easily identifiable purpose and

main ideas(s).
� predictable or overly-obvious main

ideas or plot; conclusions or main
points seem to echo observations
heard elsewhere.

� support that is attempted; but de-
velopmental details that are often
limited in score, uneven, somewhat
off-topic, predictable, or overly gen-
eral.

� details that may not be well-
grounded in credible resources;
they may be based on clichés, ster-
eotypes or questionable sources of
information.

� difficulties when moving from gen-
eral observations to specifics.

Main ideas and purpose are some-
what unclear or development is at-
tempted but minimal. The writing is
characterized by
� a purpose and main idea(s) that

may require extensive inferences by
the reader.

� minimal development; insufficient
details.

� irrelevant details that clutter the
text.

� extensive repetition of detail.

The writing lacks a central idea or
purpose. The writing is characterized
by
� ideas that are extremely limited or

simply unclear.
� attempts at development that are

minimal or nonexistent; the paper
is too short to demonstrate the de-
velopment of an idea.

© Oregon Department of Education. All rights reserved.



APPENDIX C State Scoring Guides 203

Official Scoring Guide: Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards

ORGANIZATION

6 5 4
The organization enhances the cen-
tral idea(s) and its development.
The order and structure are com-
pelling and move the reader
through the text easily. The writing
is characterized by
� effective, perhaps creative, se-

quencing; the organizational
structure fits the topic, and the
writing is easy to follow.

� a strong, inviting beginning that
draws the reader in and a strong
satisfying sense of resolution or
closure.

� smooth, effective transitions
among all elements (sentences,
paragraphs, ideas).

� details that fit where placed.

The organization enhances the cen-
tral idea(s) and its development.
The order and structure are strong
and move the reader through the
text. The writing is characterized
by
� effective sequencing; the organi-

zational structure fits the topic,
and the writing is easy to follow.

� an inviting beginning that draws
the reader in and a satisfying
sense of resolution or closure.

� smooth, effective transitions
among all elements (sentences,
paragraphs, ideas).

� details that fit where placed.

Organization is clear and coherent.
Order and structure are present,
but may seem formulaic. The writ-
ing is characterized by
� clear sequencing.
� an organization that may be pre-

dictable.
� a recognizable, developed begin-

ning that may not be particularly
inviting; a developed conclusion
that may lack subtlety.

� a body that is easy to follow with
details that fit where placed.

� transitions that may be stilted or
formulaic.

� organization which helps the
reader, despite some weaknesses.

3 2 1
An attempt has been made to or-
ganize the writing; however, the
overall structure is inconsistent or
skeletal. The writing is character-
ized by
� attempts at sequencing, but the

order or the relationship among
ideas may occasionally be un-
clear.

� a beginning and an ending
which, although present, are ei-
ther undeveloped or too obvious
(e.g., “My topic is . . .”, “These
are all the reasons that . . .”).

� transitions that sometimes work.
The same few transitional devices
(e.g., coordinating conjunctions,
numbering, etc.) may be over-
used.

� a structure that is skeletal or too
rigid.

� placement of details that may not
always be effective.

� organization which lapses in
some places, but helps the reader
in others.

The writing lacks a clear organiza-
tional structure. An occasional or-
ganizational device is discernible;
however, the writing is either diffi-
cult to follow and the reader has to
reread substantial portions, or the
piece is simply too short to dem-
onstrate organizational skills. The
writing is characterized by
� some attempts at sequencing, but

the order or the relationship
among ideas is frequently un-
clear.

� a missing or extremely undevel-
oped beginning, body, and/or
ending.

� a lack of transitions, or when
present, ineffective or overused.

� a lack of an effective organiza-
tional structure.

� details that seem to be randomly
placed, leaving the reader fre-
quently confused.

The writing lacks coherence; organ-
ization seems haphazard and dis-
jointed. Even after rereading, the
reader remains confused. The writ-
ing is characterized by
� a lack of effective sequencing.
� a failure to provide an identifi-

able beginning, body and/or end-
ing.

� a lack of transitions.
� pacing that is consistently awk-

ward; the reader feels either
mired down in trivia or rushed
along too rapidly.

� a lack of organization which ulti-
mately obscures or distorts the
main point.

© Oregon Department of Education. All rights reserved.
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VOICE

6 5 4
The writer has chosen a voice ap-
propriate for the topic, purpose
and audience. The writer seems
deeply committed to the topic, and
there is an exceptional sense of
“writing to be read.” The writing is
expressive, engaging, or sincere.
The writing is characterized by
� an effective level of closeness to

or distance from the audience
(e.g., a narrative should have a
strong personal voice, while an
expository piece may require ex-
tensive use of outside resources
and a more academic voice; nev-
ertheless, both should be engag-
ing, lively, or interesting. Techni-
cal writing may require greater
distance.).

� an exceptionally strong sense of
audience; the writer seems to be
aware of the reader and of how to
communicate the message most
effectively. The reader may dis-
cern the writer behind the words
and feel a sense of interaction.

� a sense that the topic has come
to life; when appropriate, the
writing may show originality,
liveliness, honesty, conviction,
excitement, humor, or suspense.

The writer has chosen a voice ap-
propriate for the topic, purpose,
and audience. The writer seems
committed to the topic, and there
is a sense of “writing to be read.”
The writing is expressive, engaging
or sincere. The writing is charac-
terized by
� an appropriate level of closeness

to or distance from the audience
(e.g., a narrative should have a
strong personal voice while an
expository piece may require ex-
tensive use of outside resources
and a more academic voice; nev-
ertheless, both should be engag-
ing, lively or interesting. Techni-
cal writing may require greater
distance.).

� a strong sense of audience; the
writer seems to be aware of the
reader and of how to communi-
cate the message most effectively.
The reader may discern the
writer behind the words and feel
a sense of interaction.

� a sense that the topic has come
to life; when appropriate, the
writing may show originality,
liveliness, honesty, conviction,
excitement, humor, or suspense.

A voice is present. The writer dem-
onstrates commitment to the topic,
and there may be a sense of “writ-
ing to be read.” In places, the writ-
ing is expressive, engaging, or sin-
cere. The writing is characterized by
� a questionable or inconsistent

level of closeness to or distance
from the audience.

� a sense of audience; the writer
seems to be aware of the reader
but has not consistently em-
ployed an appropriate voice. The
reader may glimpse the writer
behind the words and feel a
sense of interaction in places.

� liveliness, sincerity, or humor
when appropriate; however, at
times the writing may be either
inappropriately casual or per-
sonal, or inappropriately formal
and stiff.

3 2 1
The writer’s commitment to the
topic seems inconsistent. A sense
of the writer may emerge at times;
however, the voice is either inap-
propriately personal or inappropri-
ately impersonal. The writing is
characterized by
� a limited sense of audience; the

writer’s awareness of the reader
is unclear.

� an occasional sense of the writer
behind the words; however, the
voice may shift or disappear a
line or two later and the writing
become somewhat mechanical.

� a limited ability to shift to a more
objective voice when necessary.

The writing provides little sense of
involvement or commitment. There
is no evidence that the writer has
chosen a suitable voice. The writ-
ing is characterized by
� little engagement of the writer;

the writing tends to be largely
flat, lifeless, stiff, or mechanical.

� a voice that is likely to be overly
informal and personal.

� a lack of audience awareness;
there is little sense of “writing to
be read.”

� little or no hint of the writer be-
hind the words. There is rarely a
sense of interaction between
reader and writer.

The writing seems to lack a sense
of involvement or commitment.
The writing is characterized by
� no engagement of the writer; the

writing is flat and lifeless.
� a lack of audience awareness;

there is no sense of “writing to
be read.”

� no hint of the writer behind the
words. There is no sense of in-
teraction between writer and
reader; the writing does not in-
volve or engage the reader.

© Oregon Department of Education. All rights reserved.
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WORD CHOICE

6 5 4
Words convey the intended mes-
sage in an exceptionally interesting,
precise, and natural way appropri-
ate to audience and purpose. The
writer employs a rich, broad range
of words which have been carefully
chosen and thoughtfully placed for
impact. The writing is character-
ized by
� accurate, strong, specific words;

powerful words energize the
writing.

� fresh, original expression; slang,
if used seems purposeful and is
effective.

� vocabulary that is striking and
varied, but that is natural and
not overdone.

� ordinary words used in an un-
usual way.

� words that evoke strong images;
figurative language may be used.

Words convey the intended mes-
sage in an interesting, precise, and
natural way appropriate to audi-
ence and purpose. The writer em-
ploys a broad range of words
which have been carefully chosen
and thoughtfully placed for impact.
The writing is characterized by
� accurate, specific words; word

choices energize the writing.
� fresh, vivid expression; slang, if

used, seems purposeful and is ef-
fective.

� vocabulary that may be striking
and varied, but that is natural
and not overdone.

� ordinary words used in an un-
usual way.

� words that evoke clear images;
figurative language may be used.

Words effectively convey the in-
tended message. The writer em-
ploys a variety of words that are
functional and appropriate to audi-
ence and purpose. The writing is
characterized by
� words that work but do not par-

ticularly energize the writing.
� expression that is functional;

however, slang, if used, does not
seem purposeful and is not par-
ticularly effective.

� attempts at colorful language that
may occasionally seem overdone.

� occasional overuse of technical
language or jargon.

� rare experiments with language;
however, the writing may have
some fine moments and generally
avoids clichés.

3 2 1
Language is quite ordinary, lacking
interest, precision and variety, or
may be inappropriate to audience
and purpose in places. The writer
does not employ a variety of
words, producing a sort of “ge-
neric” paper filled with familiar
words and phrases. The writing is
characterized by
� words that work, but that rarely

capture the reader’s interest.
� expression that seems mundane

and general; slang, if used, does
not seem purposeful and is not
effective.

� attempts at colorful language that
seem overdone or forced.

� words that are accurate for the
most part, although misused
words may occasionally appear,
technical language or jargon may
be overused or inappropriately
used.

� reliance on clichés and overused
expressions.

Language is monotonous and/or
misused, detracting from the mean-
ing and impact. The writing is
characterized by
� words that are colorless, flat or

imprecise.
� monotonous repetition or over-

whelming reliance on worn ex-
pressions that repeatedly distract
from the message.

� images that are fuzzy or absent
altogether.

The writing shows an extremely
limited vocabulary or is so filled
with misuses of words that the
meaning is obscured. Only the
most general kind of message is
communicated because of vague or
imprecise language. The writing is
characterized by
� general, vague words that fail to

communicate.
� an extremely limited range of

words.
� words that simply do not fit the

text; they seem imprecise, inade-
quate, or just plain wrong.

© Oregon Department of Education. All rights reserved.
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SENTENCE FLUENCY

6 5 4
The writing has an effective flow
and rhythm. Sentences show a high
degree of craftsmanship, with con-
sistently strong and varied struc-
ture that makes expressive oral
reading easy and enjoyable. The
writing is characterized by
� a natural, fluent sound; it glides

along with one sentence flowing
effortlessly into the next.

� extensive variation in sentence
structure, length, and beginnings
that add interest to the text.

� sentence structure that enhances
meaning by drawing attention to
key ideas or reinforcing relation-
ships among ideas.

� varied sentence patterns that cre-
ate an effective combination of
power and grace.

� strong control over sentence
structure; fragments, if used at
all, work well.

� stylistic control; dialogue, if used,
sounds natural.

The writing has an easy flow and
rhythm. Sentences are carefully
crafted, with strong and varied
structure that makes expressive
oral reading easy and enjoyable.
The writing is characterized by
� a natural, fluent sound; it glides

along with one sentence flowing
into the next.

� variation in sentence structure,
length, and beginnings that add
interest to the text.

� sentence structure that enhances
meaning.

� control over sentence structure;
fragments, if used at all, work
well.

� stylistic control; dialogue, if used
sounds natural.

The writing flows; however, con-
nections between phrases or sen-
tences may be less than fluid. Sen-
tence patterns are somewhat
varied, contributing to ease in oral
reading. The writing is character-
ized by
� a natural sound; the reader can

move easily through the piece,
although it may lack a certain
rhythm and grace.

� some repeated patterns of sen-
tence structure, length, and be-
ginnings that may detract some-
what from overall impact.

� strong control over simple sen-
tence structures, but variable
control over more complex sen-
tences; fragments, if present, are
usually effective.

� occasional lapses in stylistic con-
trol; dialogue, if used, sounds
natural for the most part, but
may at times sound stilted or un-
natural.

3 2 1
The writing tends to be mechanical
rather than fluid. Occasional awk-
ward constructions may force the
reader to slow down or reread. The
writing is characterized by
� some passages that invite fluid

oral reading; however, others do
not.

� some variety in sentences struc-
ture, length, and beginnings, al-
though the writer falls into repet-
itive sentence patterns.

� good control over simple sen-
tence structures, but little control
over more complex sentences;
fragments, if present, may not be
effective.

� sentences which, although func-
tional, lack energy.

� lapses in stylistic control; dia-
logue, if used, may sound stilted
or unnatural.

The writing tends to be either
choppy or rambling. Awkward con-
structions often force the reader to
slow down or reread. The writing
is characterized by
� significant portions of the text

that are difficult to follow or
read aloud.

� sentence patterns that are monot-
onous (e.g., subject–verb or sub-
ject–verb–object).

� a significant number of awkward,
choppy, or rambling construc-
tions.

The writing is difficult to follow or
to read aloud. Sentences tend to be
incomplete, rambling, or very awk-
ward. The writing is characterized
by
� text that does not invite—and

may not even permit—smooth
oral reading.

� confusing word order that is of-
ten jarring and irregular.

� sentence structure that frequently
obscures meaning.

� sentences that are disjointed,
confusing, or rambling.

© Oregon Department of Education. All rights reserved.
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Official Scoring Guide: Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards

CONVENTIONS

6 5 4
The writing demonstrates exception-
ally strong control of standard writing
conventions (e.g., punctuation, spell-
ing, capitalization, paragraph breaks,
grammar and usage) and uses them
effectively to enhance communication.
Errors are so few and so minor that
the reader can easily skim right over
them unless specifically searching for
them. The writing is characterized by
� strong control of conventions; ma-

nipulation of conventions may oc-
cur for stylistic effect.

� strong, effective use of punctuation
that guides the reader through the
text.

� correct spelling, even of more diffi-
cult words.

� paragraph breaks that reinforce the
organizational structure.

� correct grammar and usage that
contribute to clarity and style.

� skill in using a wide range of con-
ventions in a sufficiently long and
complex piece.

� little or no need for editing.

The writing demonstrates strong con-
trol of standard writing conventions
(e.g., punctuation, spelling, capitaliza-
tion, paragraph breaks, grammar and
usage) and uses them effectively to
enhance communication. Errors are so
few and so minor that they do not
impede readability. The writing is
characterized by
� strong control of conventions.
� effective use of punctuation that

guides the reader through the text.
� correct spelling, even of more diffi-

cult words.
� paragraph breaks that reinforce the

organizational structure.
� correct capitalization; errors, if any,

are minor.
� correct grammar and usage that

contribute to clarity and style.
� skill in using a wide range of con-

ventions in a sufficiently long and
complex piece.

� little need for editing.

The writing demonstrates control of
standard writing conventions (e.g.,
punctuation, spelling, capitalization,
paragraph breaks, grammar and us-
age). Minor errors, while perhaps no-
ticeable, do not impede readability.
The writing is characterized by
� control over conventions used, al-

though a wide range is not demon-
strated.

� correct end-of-sentence punctuation,
internal punctuation may sometimes
be incorrect.

� spelling that is usually correct, espe-
cially on common words.

� basically sound paragraph breaks
that reinforce the organizational
structure.

� correct capitalization; errors, if any,
are minor.

� occasional lapses in correct gram-
mar and usage; problems are not se-
vere enough to distort meaning or
confuse the reader.

� moderate need for editing.

3 2 1
The writing demonstrates limited con-
trol of standard writing conventions
(e.g., punctuation, spelling, capitaliza-
tion, paragraph breaks, grammar and
usage). Errors begin to impede read-
ability. The writing is characterized by
� some control over basic conven-

tions; the text may be too simple to
reveal mastery.

� end-of-sentence punctuation that is
usually correct; however, internal
punctuation contains frequent errors.

� spelling errors that distract the
reader; misspelling of common
words occurs.

� paragraphs that sometimes run to-
gether or begin at ineffective places.

� capitalization errors.
� errors in grammar and usage that

do not block meaning but do dis-
tract the reader.

� significant needs for editing.

The writing demonstrates little con-
trol of standard writing conventions.
Frequent, significant errors impede
readability. The writing is character-
ized by
� little control over basic conventions.
� many end-of-sentence punctuation

errors; internal punctuation contains
frequent errors.

� spelling errors that frequently dis-
tract the reader; misspelling of com-
mon words often occurs.

� paragraphs that often run together
or begin in ineffective places.

� capitalization that is inconsistent or
often incorrect.

� errors in grammar and usage that
interfere with readability and mean-
ing.

� substantial need for editing.

Numerous errors in usage, spelling,
capitalization, and punctuation repeat-
edly distract the reader and make the
text difficult to read. In fact, the se-
verity and frequency of errors are so
overwhelming that the reader finds it
difficult to focus on the message and
must reread for meaning. The writing
is characterized by
� very limited skill in using conven-

tions.
� basic punctuation (including end-of-

sentence punctuation) that tends to
be omitted, haphazard, or incorrect.

� frequent spelling errors that signifi-
cantly impair readability.

� paragraph breaks that may be
highly irregular or so frequent (ev-
ery sentence) that they bear no rela-
tion to the organization of the text.

� capitalization that appears to be
random.

� a need for extensive editing.

© Oregon Department of Education. All rights reserved.



Florida Writing Assessment Program (FLORIDA WRITES!)

Holistic Scoring Method

Definition of Holistic Scoring

Holistic scoring is a method by which trained readers evaluate a piece of
writing for its overall quality. The holistic scoring used in Florida requires read-
ers to evaluate the work as a whole, while considering four elements: focus, or-
ganization, support, and conventions. This method is sometimes called focused
holistic scoring. In this type of scoring, readers are trained not to become overly
concerned with any one aspect of writing but to look at a response as a whole.

Focus

Focus refers to how clearly the paper presents and maintains a main idea,
theme, or unifying point. Papers representing the higher end of the point scale
demonstrate a consistent awareness of the topic and do not contain extraneous
information.

Organization

Organization refers to the structure or plan of development (beginning,
middle, and end) and whether the points logically relate to one another. Or-
ganization refers to (1) the use of transitional devices to signal the relationship
of the supporting ideas to the main idea, theme, or unifying point and (2) the
evidence of a connection between sentences. Papers representing the higher
end of the point scale use transitions to signal the plan or text structure and end
with summary or concluding statements.

Support

Support refers to the quality of the details used to explain, clarify, or define.
The quality of support depends on word choice, specificity, depth, credibility,
and thoroughness. Papers representing the higher end of the point scale pro-
vide fully developed examples and illustrations in which the relationship be-
tween the supporting ideas and the topic is clear.
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Conventions

Conventions refer to punctuation, capitalization, spelling, and variation in
sentence used in the paper. These conventions are basic writing skills included
in Florida’s Minimum Student Performance Standards and the Uniform Student
Performance Standards for Language Arts. Papers representing the higher end
of the scale follow, with few exceptions, the conventions of punctuation, capi-
talization, and spelling and use a variety of sentence structures to present ideas.

Florida Writing Assessment Program (FLORIDA WRITES!)

Score Points in Rubric

The rubric further interprets the four major areas of consideration into lev-
els of achievement. The rubric used to score papers in spring 1995 is shown be-
low.

6 Points

The writing is focused, purposeful, and reflects insight into the writing sit-
uation. The paper conveys a sense of completeness and wholeness with adher-
ence to the main idea, and its organizational pattern provides for a logical pro-
gression of ideas. The support is substantial, specific, relevant, concrete, and/or
illustrative. The paper demonstrates a commitment to and an involvement with
the subject, clarity in presentation of ideas, and may use creative writing strate-
gies appropriate to the purpose of the paper. The writing demonstrates a ma-
ture command of language (word choice) with freshness of expression. Sen-
tence structure is varied, and sentences are complete except when fragments
are used purposefully. Few, if any, convention errors occur in mechanics, us-
age, and punctuation.

5 Points

The writing focuses on the topic, and its organizational pattern provides for
a progression of ideas, although some lapses may occur. The paper conveys a
sense of completeness or wholeness. The support is ample. The writing demon-
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strates a mature command of language, including precision in word choice.
There is variation in sentence structure, and, with rare exceptions, sentences
are complete except when fragments are used purposefully. The paper gener-
ally follows the conventions of mechanics, usage, and spelling.

4 Points

The writing is generally focused on the topic but may include extraneous
or loosely related material. An organizational pattern is apparent, although
some lapses may occur. The paper exhibits some sense of completeness or
wholeness. The support, including word choice, is adequate, although develop-
ment may be uneven. There is little variation in sentence structure, and most
sentences are complete. The paper generally follows the conventions of me-
chanics, usage, and spelling.

3 Points

The writing is generally focused on the topic but may include extraneous
or loosely related material. An organizational pattern has been attempted, but
the paper may lack a sense of completeness or wholeness. Some support is in-
cluded, but development is erratic. Word choice is adequate but may be lim-
ited, predictable, or occasionally vague. There is little, if any, variation in sen-
tence structure. Knowledge of the conventions of mechanics and usage is
usually demonstrated, and commonly used words are usually spelled correctly.

2 Points

The writing is related to the topic but include extraneous or loosely related
material. Little evidence of an organizational pattern may be demonstrated, and
the paper may lack a sense of completeness or wholeness. Development of sup-
port is inadequate or illogical. Word choice is limited, inappropriate or vague.
There is little, if any, variation in sentence structure, and gross errors in sen-
tence structure may occur. Errors in basic conventions of mechanics and usage
may occur, and commonly used words may be misspelled.

1 Point

The writing may only minimally address the topic. The paper is a fragmen-
tary or incoherent listing of related ideas or sentences or both. Little, if any, de-
velopment of support or an organizational pattern or both is apparent. Limited
or inappropriate word choice may obscure meaning. Gross errors in sentence
structure and usage may impede communication. Frequent and blatant errors
may occur in the basic conventions of mechanics and usage, and commonly
used words may be misspelled.

Unscorable

The paper is unscorable because
� the response is not related to what the prompt requested the student to

do.
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� the response is simply a rewording of the prompt.
� the response is a copy of a published work.
� the student refused to write.
� the response is illegible.
� the response is incomprehensible (words are arranged in such a way that

no meaning is conveyed).
� the response contains an insufficient amount of writing to determine if

the student was attempting to address the prompt.
� the writing folder is blank.

© Florida Department of Education, 2000.
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