HOW WILL I BE GRADED?
Unfortunately, this always seems to be the first question that comes out of the mouths of students. Why is this? Because you are a product of the educational system that has been developed. It certainly is understandable to want some form of barometer that indicates your standing in a large group of people. Unfortunately, what gets lost is the process of reflecting upon where we stand as learners and HOW we obtain information and skills (process-v-product).  Hopefully you will gain an understanding (many of you already do I’m sure) that both aspects are important. Many kids today are product driven students (the grade) and not process driven students (what the am I learning here?). The learning of SKILLS is just as important as the learning of random facts. As you read further, understand that I’m offering all these opinions to you as fact (even I can win one-sided arguments ( ) You are allowed to take exceptions to any or all of this and write down what they are…be prepared to defend your own points to me in class. Understand that you aren’t in a position to criticize my teaching, but you may respectfully argue why I have put things into the portfolio. Ex. In a reflection, writing “I think not grading essays is pointless and will leave me without guidance” is disrespectful. However, writing “I’m a little afraid that not getting regular graded essays will leave me a little lost and I hope I may ask Mr. Brocato questions all the time about my progress…”. That’s more of a student-to-teacher tone and the only one that will be allowed. You can still make your point, but respectfully. I will ALWAYS encourage you to argue (respectfully). I try not to tell kids the “correct” reading of a piece of literature (differentiated thought is, after all, part of the joy of learning how to read and interpret) or demand that my opinions are accepted all the time. I had far too many teachers tell me what my literary opinions should be and I always resented the way in which that inhibited my joy of reading. I will try not to do that to you. 

 Any teacher’s class matches his/her personality. As such, the following pages will indicate to you exactly what my philosophy on education is. I didn’t write this to make you read some boring diatribe from some tedious teacher (although both points may be correct); rather, I hope it shows that I take my profession quite seriously.  I try to teach in the best way that I know. I will not always succeed in doing a great job, but I will always try my best to help you learn. I’m not even close to perfect (we’ll laugh about the pathetic quality of my memory recall) and I will admit my mistakes. Throughout the year you will probably hear me say “sorry I don’t know” or “sorry I was wrong” to be followed by “but I’m doing the very best I can and I’ll get you an answer.” I expect the same honesty and effort level from you. This is a level 1 course, but that doesn’t mean I demand perfection. Please read the following pages carefully in order to gain an understanding of what the class may entail. 

THE PORTFOLIO AND THE GRADE

I will earmark certain essays that will be graded throughout the year; however, if I could give you an approximation, perhaps only 1 of every 4 assigned essays will get an actual grade. My hope is that this will ease some of the built-in pressures and restraints surrounding how one learns to become a better writer.  You will have MANY writing assignments that go into your portfolio/binder (many one page responses to literature that will be assigned regularly, but also major essays, reflections, informal work and, mostly, personal writing). Hopefully, by grading only occasionally, you will not only realize where your writing “stands” in terms of standards, but also it will ease some of the common phobias that naturally inhibit the process within students.  The portfolio as a whole will receive a grade each quarter. Stay with me as I indicate to you some reasons why I chose to back off on placing a grade on top of each collected essay (don’t worry, they will ALL be read and you will get normal “teacher comments” on each). 

By placing grades on the top of each and every essay, teachers have hammered the following thought into your head: How will I improve my C to an A? Many students focus only on the grade and where that places them. In other words, if your essay got a D then you failed and if it got an A then you were “where you needed to be.” But what if you made a radical attempt to change your style and fell flat on your face? What if, in your failure, you discovered some small element of style that helped improve your overall writing? Is that failure? By placing that horrid finality of a grade on top of a page, what a teacher does is say “don’t you dare take a chance because I’ll squash you if you fail. Stick with what you are comfortable with and don’t you dare take a risk in your writing.” I began to realize that kids were far too nervous and self-conscious to write to the best of their abilities. If my goal is to TEACH you and allow you to IMPROVE, then why would I do anything to stunt that development? How is a student supposed to improve his writing if the thought of a grade hangs over his head? Isn’t he going to rely on what he already knows? 

Here are a few general thoughts on grades:

· The portfolio process postpones grades on most papers until the end of the course/quarter (giving you time to develop and room to take risks), but portfolios DO NOT neglect the importance of a polished final product. You still need to understand that if you hand something in as a final, end all-be all product, it must be meticulous grammatically and at least “look” like your best effort has been injected into it. The periodic graded essay still allows you to see where your writing stands. 

· “Grades serve only to satisfy the school’s and society’s demand for rank-order, while ongoing assessment helps students learn more about the complexities of writing and learning.” (Nedra Reynolds) Studies show that this FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT does more for student writing/learning than any other classroom procedure. Your portfolio is designed as a means of FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT. 
· “Students conditioned by grades often focus on the evaluation of writing much more than on the process of writing, on what they learn by writing, or on the critical thinking goals that assignments try to build.” (Nedra Reynolds)

· Let’s face it…if you do something just to get a grade, you will most likely rely on the skills with which you are most comfortable. If you DO rely on those comfortable things, there is little growth as a writer. Period. Grades inhibit intellectual growth because you are reticent about taking risks and chances. It never hurts to TAKE a risk because you can always rely on “what you know” if you find the risks unrewarding. 

· By not putting specific grades on individual writing assignments, you will focus on my COMMENTS rather than your grade. In other words, your “how will I get from a C to an A?” comment will turn into a “how will I change my passive language into more active prose?” question. Skill deficiencies, and not grade deficiencies, will fuel your desire to improve. You will be forced to make savvy choices in your writing. You obviously may be able to ascertain the grade from my comments, but at least you will get away from the obvious grade mentality. In trying to improve your WRITING and not your grade, you will be totally committed to your skills. If you don’t see the difference because your thinking has always been “if I try to improve my grade then the skills will follow suit,” then the mindset is no bid deal right? If you DO see the difference, bravo. You will enjoy experimenting with your writing throughout the year in a stress-free, risk-taking environment.

· Because the grade is not stressed, it is NOT important to make yourself a great writer in my eyes. Rather, it is important to make yourself a great writer in YOUR eyes.

· Grades put a finality into writing. The best writers in the world publish only after a flurry of revisions. You will have the opportunity to revise as much as you like.

· What would you do with a paper that is absolutely correct but shows little ingenuity, risk or exploration? What about a paper that is a bit disjointed but shows remarkable intellectual exploration? This is the main problem with “labeling.” 

· Your portfolio grade will be based on number of revisions, original pieces and the “effort” that goes into it. “Isn’t that subjective?” you say? Why yes it is. However, it’s no more subjective than placing a B+ on an essay because “I liked it.” Without the set grades, you will be forced to “sell” yourself (documentation), in a way, and your portfolio will be your main selling point. It needs to drip with sweat, with effort, with pain, with revision. 

· English grades have always been somewhat arbitrary in a way, and it has always bothered me. It’s somewhat random and sends the wrong message. If you work diligently, show me you worked diligently (communication and documentation), then you should be fine. Everything counts in class: your effort, your participation, the random test/quizzes to “keep you honest” and provide a less subjective aspect to your overall grade, etc. Work on your weaknesses and things will work out very well. I’m not in the business to be cruel, but I will push you in order to meet new state standards and get the most out of you. I watch you very closely and your grade should be a reflection of your effort (and how well you communicated that effort to me). While natural skills will always be vital for success, effort needs to get fair play as well. Sound a little subjective? In many ways it is.  While there are parameters and rubrics and policies in place, there is little way to avoid some subjectivity in English. Intelligence is far down on the list of what you need to succeed in this class (otherwise, we’d take an IQ test at the start of September, rank you and be done with it). The cynical students look at “documenting effort” as “playing the game” or kissing up to the teacher by displaying interest in the subject. Fact of the matter is that you will eventually have a boss who is looking for his employee to not only complete work, but be a model professional by displaying qualities of eagerness, passion for the job and energy. May as well learn those qualities now. 

· You have a great deal of autonomy and freedom in your development. Your goal is to avoid being that student who works a great deal but doesn’t get the credit for it. There is no way to avoid being held in comparison to your peers in terms of skill; keep in mind, though, that your effort plays a huge role in any class. If you have any doubts about where you stand in terms of a grade, let your effort ease your trepidation.

· Get to a point where you are writing for YOU and not for me. Re-writes should be an attempt for improvement not for me, but for you. I’ll read them obviously, but further comments may be minimal. 

· If you have any questions at all about your PROGRESS in the class, schedule a conference with me and I should be able to give you an approximation of where you stand at any time. This communication aspect is up to you. There should be no surprises as long as you keep the lines open. Lastly, the first line of communication should be THROUGH ME. I’ll be honest in telling you that most problems can and will be worked out with close communication.  This isn’t always easy for 9th graders to do, but you need to learn how to be an advocate for yourself as soon as you can.

· By not concentrating on grades, you will be allowed to take risks in your writing and, thus, find your best voice and style. It’s ok to write something and then say “man did I bomb on that one.” Best part of the p-folio is that you don’t get burned for taking chances. Therefore…take as many as you’d like.

· Many teachers do not assign enough writing because, quite frankly, there isn’t enough time to correct it all. This isn’t a pity party, but try to see things from another perspective. If I were to assign an essay to all my classes, I would have to read and correct 100 of them. While it may only have taken you an hour to write, each time you write an essay it takes me 12 hours to correct them all. That doesn’t include preparing for the class. You can see why not enough writing is assigned. This portfolio approach allows you to do the proper amount of writing and practice your craft without drowning the teacher. I will not read every single piece you write, as if every student wrote 5 extra essays I would have 250 to grade at the end of the quarter and it would take over 100 hours. I cannot read them all, but skim many and point out things I see. The folio allows you to write and work on writing over the course of the year…5 essays over a 3 month quarter is manageable. 
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