Tips for the Grading of Writing

(1)
Stack graded papers in ascending order. As a check on your consistency as a grader, stack graded papers in ascending order so that you are confident about the relative grades you have given. Assume that the students will compare the comments and grades that you have given. On that note, consider notching the grades below 90: 85, 80, 75, 70, and so forth. That way, you do not waste time quibbling with a student over whether a report should have been an 81 or 82.
 (2) Reward effort. For the same mistake, do not penalize someone who writes five pages of solid technical work in the same way as you would someone who writes only three pages.

 (3) Show your hierarchy of concerns. Make sure that the students can see what the most important concerns are. Otherwise, they might assume that a gray-area comma you marked on page 5 counted the same as a lack of evidence to support the report’s main assertion. Coupled with this advice is for you to step back and look at your comments as the students will.

(4)
Give positive comments, too. If the students have worked hard, let them know it. If they have created a graph that supports their arguments, if they have written clearly, if they are methodical in arguing for their assertions, or if they have tried to vary sentence openers to make transitions between their ideas, let them know it. Many students read only the positive comments and ignore the rest. For that reason, reinforce the strengths of their writing with check marks and positive comments.

(5) Grade a strong paper first. Doing so will help set the bar. Also, decide how much time you have to give each paper and then keep to that schedule. Do not spend too much time on a weak paper—if you do, you will cheat the students who have put in the effort to do well.

(6)
If you are unsure about an aspect of form and style, ask. Telling a student that he or she made a mistake of grammar, punctuation, usage or format when that person did not can seriously undercut your authority. If you are unsure, e-mail me (malley@engr.psu.edu). If there is no time for that, then raise the question in the margin (for example, run-on?), but do not take off points. 

