Tips for Grading IEP Writing Assignments

Before students turn in the assignment
· Make sure students are aware of grading criteria (and what they mean).
· Tell students what the goal of the assignment is and what you will focus on when you grade it.

· Work with students throughout the writing process so that they don’t have major mistakes by the time they turn in their final draft.
· Create a grade form (Levels 4-6 have ready-made checklists if you want to use them).

· If you use an already created checklist, make sure it fits what you have told your students. Cross out any items that are not important in your assignment. 

· Know what you expect: have an idea of what a good assignment is.
Paper grading strategies
· Read all the papers at once and determine Pass/Don’t Pass. Make your initial judgment based on whether the paper has met the objectives of the assignment. Of course, once you do a more detailed reading, a paper may move from one category to the other depending on certain criteria.
· Read all the papers at once and put them into rough piles of very good, good, ok, and poor. After some experience, you will have a good idea of what kind of grade the paper deserves after the first reading. Start grading at the top.
· Read all the papers at once and then let them sit for a day or so while you gather your thoughts. This can help you pinpoint common problems with all the papers, let you know which papers are the most memorable, and prevent comments made in frustration.

· Return any papers with horrible errors or a completely wrong approach to students to re-write, with some penalty (if you do this, they should know about this policy beforehand).
· Grade one category at a time – go through each essay and grade format first. Then do each essay again for grammar, then thesis, etc. This will help you if you are concerned about being fair.
· Develop your own point system (and write it down!). Know how much you will deduct for certain bad things, or alternately, what a student must do to earn a certain amount of points in each category.

· Don’t look at the students’ names (tear off the cover page). This is another thing that helps if you are concerned about fairness, but it only works if you haven’t worked closely with students on the assignment. 

· Read a paper first without a pen in your hand. Think about its main strengths and weaknesses before writing any comments. This will prevent you from writing too much all over the paper. 
· Use checklists to save time (an X, half-X, or 0 next to an item can make the same point as a complete sentence written by hand). 

· Be careful of writing too much on the students’ paper. It can be overwhelming and disheartening.

Focus on a few key points in your overall comments, rather than pointing out everything that’s wrong.

· Always compliment what has been done well (but be careful about complimenting bad papers too much – if the student later doesn't pass the course, he/she will not understand why).
· Give each student a few goals to work on in the next assignment based on the problems in the current assignment.

· Photocopy each paper so that you can separate comments about English and those about ideas.
· Do your evaluations electronically. Use the Comments feature in Microsoft Word. This helps those of us who tend to need to soften our original comments. You can also fill in a grade sheet electronically (there’s always enough room for your feedback).

· Don’t be afraid to be a tough grader. Students fail; you don’t fail them. Writing is tough and sometimes they need more time in a level. But if you’re not sure whether a paper grade is appropriate, consult another teacher.

Strategies for grading final exams

· Many of the above strategies apply, but don’t spend a long time grading the final exam. 
· Since you haven’t worked with the students on the writing process, the writing process is now part of the grade. Check their outlines to see if they have learned this skill.

· Do not grade grammar/spelling/punctuation as tough as on other assignments. Students should, however, proofread their exams and be able to spot simple errors and use a dictionary to spell words correctly. 

· Clear Objective (Thesis/Topic Sentence) is no longer such an easy category. A big mistake on final exams is not answering the question asked, and it’s difficult to figure out how to grade this. In order to get my students to pay close attention to the question, I let them know that an essay that does not answer the essay question will automatically lose 25 points.
· Quickly give grades to the students who will easily pass the course – use a checklist or grade sheet with the grading criteria. Students often do not pick up their final exams, so don't write a lot of comments. 

· Spend more time on those who are on the edge of passing or failing. The final exam is their chance to show that they deserve to pass the class, a decision which you have to make. Make more comments on the exams with grades that students might question, especially if they do not pass the class.
Some comments about specific grading criteria
· Clear objective/Thesis statement/Topic sentence): Most students should have no problems with this if they have been doing all their pre-writing and discussing it with you. On a final exam, if they cannot write a thesis statement (L 4-6) or a topic sentence (L3), that’s a hint that they have not achieved the goals of the level. 
· Development of ideas: This is usually the category with the highest weight and it is where you pay attention to their ideas and how they present their ideas: the logic, structure, order, support, and detail. Each assignment and each level has a different focus (for example, in Level 4 you would give more weight to writing a good introduction and conclusion, while in Level 6 those are expected and a small part of the grade). 

· It may help if you break the grade down into smaller parts (introduction, conclusion, topic sentences, depth, support, logic, etc., each worth 5 points.). 

· Pay attention to the overall impact of the whole paper as well. It could be a good paper, but still have major problems in just one paragraph. For beginning writers, you may want to write separate comments for each body paragraph because they often all have different strengths and weaknesses. 

· Look at their ideas as a writing instructor, and focus on how students present and support their ideas, even if an idea is ridiculous. Rather than writing that an idea is wrong, write “you haven't proved this” or “this idea needs more support.”   

· Consider how many unanswered questions the essay left you with. How many times did you have to ask “why?”, “how?” or “what?” That’s a sign of weak development.
· Depth is here to reward those students who put thought into their papers. It will guard against simplistic papers with simple sentences and ideas but good organization getting very high grades. 

· Organization: Sometimes Organization is part of Development, sometimes it’s separate. If students learn anything in Levels 3-6 writing, it's definitely organization. So be tough with this one.
· Grammar...: Don't be afraid to give low grades here; students should graduate from the IEP with good English. Since they have had enough time to revise, edit, and proofread their work, there should not be too many simple mistakes. If there are, they need to know and be held accountable.

Instead of correcting errors, circle them and mark them with correction symbols to let the students correct them and learn from their mistakes. 
In general, mark the whole assignment (if some students wrote a lot more than others, this may seem unfair to them, so find a compromise).  Take off points for real errors, not for stylistic choices (the grammar is right, but you think it would sound better another way). Some instructors take off more points for unclear phrases or sentences. You could also not take off points for the same specific error if it repeats or for errors made when students try to use advanced English. Some instructors set a limit on points taken off for articles or give extra points for having good articles. Others give students a 5-point cushion (so 5 errors do not count). Whatever your strategy, make sure it's clear to them before they turn in their papers.
On the grade sheet, or in your overall comments, let the students know what their most common error(s) is. I used to try to explain the grammar in my comments, but now I just write, “Come see me” and explain it in person. Or, if everyone is making the same type of error, work on it in class. 
· Writing Style: In the upper levels, this category exists to deal with the things that aren’t exactly mistakes, but aren’t written well either. Does the student use specific language? Does the student make good word choices? Is everything clear? Are the sentences more English-like than Slovak-like? Does the student have his/her own voice (the essay doesn’t sound like everyone else’s)? Is the English at the appropriate level? Does the student take good risks?  Does it seem like the student edited his/her paper? Students who have spent time and effort to improve their writing style should be rewarded here.   
· Format: This is the “following directions” grade, and it's amazing how many students can't or won't do that. Give them 0 for format if they can't do it right.  
· Reference Methods – Be tough here. Like format, this is all about being able to follow directions. They have guides to in-text citations, quoting, and reference pages.   

If there is a reference page, choose 2-3 sources at random to check. Check the reference entry, and most importantly, the use of the source in the paper.  Unfortunately, this usually really lowers a student's grade because they have cited the wrong sources, copied words from the source, misunderstood the source, given the wrong author.... So really put emphasis on this before they turn their papers in. 
· Depth, Appropriateness, and Use of Research – Depth and appropriateness refer to the sources they used – primary or not (not all need to be primary, but if it's possible to have one for the topic, the student should try)? High quality or not? Current or not? Enough? A variety? Use of research is the most important part. Were they able to incorporate the research into their paper effectively? Did they make good choices of whether to quote, paraphrase, or summarize? Did they introduce the source information and explain it? Was the source information chosen relevant, specific, deep, and supportive?

 

What about letting students rewrite their papers? 
Generally, it’s not advised because 
1) it’s a lot of work for you to grade the paper quickly, give it back, and then grade it again; 
2) if students know there’s a second chance, they won’t put much effort into the first one; 
3) most writing assignments already involve instructor feedback before the final draft; and 
4) often students will not really re-write, but just change a few little things and think it’s OK (they’re just looking for a few more points, not trying to improve their writing). 
If you they have had time to revise and edit and you have given them feedback during the writing process, students shouldn't need a rewrite. 
However, it is an option if you think it will help. Or there may be a student who would really benefit from rewriting just a paragraph rather than the whole paper. 
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