
Evaluating Student Writing
 

Standards for Written Work
Axia College of Western International University has set the following standards for writing, thus providing a reliable guideline when considering the quality of student writing: 

Content and Development
· All key elements of the assignment are covered in a substantive way. 

· Content is comprehensive, accurate, and/or persuasive. 

· Major points are stated clearly, are supported by specific details, examples, or analysis, and are organized logically. 

· Where appropriate, the paper supports major points with theory relevant to the development of the ideas, and uses the vocabulary of the theory correctly. 

· Where appropriate, theory and practice are integrated, whereby the writer is able to link theories to practical experience (i.e., application to a real-world work setting). 

· Research is adequate and timely for the topic. 

· The context and purpose of the writing is clear (e.g., critique, research, sample memo, and business plan).

Organization
· The structure of the paper is clear and easy to follow. 

· The paper’s organization emphasizes the central theme or purpose and is directed toward the appropriate audience. 

· Ideas flow in a logical sequence. 

· The introduction provides sufficient background on the topic and previews major points. 

· Paragraph transitions are logical and reinforce the flow of thought throughout the paper. 

· The conclusion is logical and flows from the body of the paper. 

· The conclusion reviews the major points. 

Format
· The paper, including citations and the reference page, follows guidelines given here and in the University of Phoenix-approved style guide. 

· The paper is laid out effectively and uses reader-friendly aids (e.g., sections, summaries, table of contents, indices, and appendices), when appropriate. 

· The paper utilizes references appropriately. 

· Features such as headings and italics aid in the readability of the paper and are not overused. 

Readability and Style
· Sentences are complete, clear, and concise. 

· Sentences are well constructed, with consistently strong, varied structure. 

· Sentence transitions reinforce the flow of thought. 

· Words used are precise and unambiguous. 

· The tone is appropriate to the content and assignment. 

Mechanics
· Rules of grammar, usage, and punctuation are followed. 

· Spelling is correct.
Steps for Grading Student Papers
It is important that your students understand why they received the grades they did on their papers and that you provide adequate explanations for the grades you assign, commenting on both the strengths and weaknesses of the paper. Below are some steps to grading a paper that will help you provide appropriate feedback to students about their writing.

1. Read the paper through once without marking on it. Examine content, expression, format, and mechanics. 

2. When you read the paper the second time, praise the aspects of the paper you particularly liked or that the student handled particularly well. 

· Avoid "good" or "I like this" unless you add an explanation such as, "Good sentence variety here" or "I like your use of examples; they help support your assertion." 

· Commend students for progress they have made since the previous paper. 

· Always find something to compliment in the paper, even if you can only say something such as, "You have some good ideas here, but…" or "You did some very interesting research." 

3. Identify problems and patterns of error. Focus on the most serious problems; don't try to mark everything. Don't merely label problems; give students a way to overcome them. For example: 

· Don't say "comma needed"—show where the comma should be placed. 

· Avoid imperatives such as "proofread this paper!" Statements such as this point out problems, but don't teach students how to solve them. 

· If something is "unclear" or "awkward," let students know the source of your confusion: "Did you mean… or…?" or suggest a rewording that would make the point clearer. 

4. Comment on errors in expression, format, and mechanics such as spelling, punctuation, grammar, and usage. 

· DO NOT tell students that APA format or mechanics "are not important." 

· DO NOT deviate from style guide standards such as asking students to include a title page if the style guide indicates that one is not required. Make certain you know the correct style guide format for the paper and for in-text and end-of-paper citations. Mark mistakes in these areas on the paper. 

· Do not do the student's work. Rewriting an occasional sentence or correcting an error the first time it is made can give students a model to imitate. However, circle later errors of the same type and note "sp" (spelling error) or explain the rule; e.g., "Periods and commas always go inside quotation marks." Alternatively, you may simply want to put a checkmark in the margin next to the line where repeated errors occurred and ask students to examine the line, locate the problem, and determine how to correct it. 

· Ask questions that begin with "why," "how," or "what" so that students are forced to re-examine the paper and become self-critical of what they have written. 

5. Write an endnote to summarize your comments and to establish a goal for the next paper. 

· Emphasize how and why the paper received the grade it did. 

· Devote at least one sentence to commending what you can legitimately praise. 

· Identify two or three major problems and explain why they hurt the paper. 

· Set a goal for the student to work on in the next paper and make suggestions for areas students should focus on; e.g., "In your next paper, work on…." 

The Seven Cs of Effective Writing
There are numerous ways to compel students toward their best writing. One example is to present students with the 7 Cs of Effective Writing at the beginning of a course. Providing the 7 Cs is a useful way of instilling sound writing habits in our students. 

Effective writing has the following seven characteristics:

1.      Complete - Effective writing uses topic sentences, explanations, and supporting evidence. It has only one main idea in each sentence and one main idea in each paragraph.

2.      Concise - Effective writing does not use unnecessary words, trite phrases, or redundancies.

3.      Courteous - The tone of effective writing avoids demeaning or patronizing language, sexist or other offensive terminology, inappropriate humor, accusatory tone, terse wording, and imperative voice (expresses a request or demand).

4.      Concrete - Active, right-branching sentences (sentences that start with a subject, followed by a verb and object) are characteristic of effective writing. Avoid abstract words whenever possible.

5.      Clear - Effective writing is clear and unambiguous. Subjects and verbs agree, and pronoun antecedents are clear.  In addition, the writing is free of jargon and slang.

6.      Coherent- Organization is key to effective writing. Sentences should flow in a logical sequence and not "jar" the reader. Transitional elements should show the relationship of one idea to another.

7.      Correct- Mechanically correct writing is a hallmark of effective writing. The writing must be mechanically correct with regard to spelling, grammar, usage, punctuation, and format.

What to Look For
When evaluating student writing, look for these key elements:

	Key Element
	Description of Error

	Complete sentences
	Fragments 

	Run-on sentences
	Comma splices or fused sentences

	Parallelism
	Failure to use similar construction of elements in same sentence, such as not only/but also or items in a list or heading

	Verb forms
	Incorrect conjugation of irregular verb tenses or incorrect use of tense

	Voice
	Passive, rather than preferred active, voice

	Subject-verb agreement
	Verb choice agreeing with element of intervening phrase, rather than subject of sentence

	Pronoun-antecedent agreement
	Pronouns not agreeing in number, person, and case with antecedents

	Use of modifiers
	Dangling or misplaced modifiers

	Punctuation
	Misuse of commas, semicolons, colons, periods, apostrophes, quotation marks, and other marks

	Spelling and accurate word choice
	Misuse of words such as to/too/two, there/their/they’re, principle/principal, fiscal/physical, its/it’s, whose/who’s, etc.

	Capitalization
	Misuse in proper nouns and titles


 

 

Wrap-UP
Evaluation of a student's writing skills is one of the most difficult and the most valuable parts of an instructor’s job. Through evaluation of our student's writing ability, we demonstrate what we believe to be valuable in academic writing.  Students rely on our evaluations of their work not just in their pursuit of grades, but also for acceptance of the work they have done and for their own continuous improvement. 

 
