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To Revise or Not to Revise?


Many college freshman composition teachers are presented with an evaluative form that must be followed to grade student writing. Two commonly used forms are the holistic and atomistic approach, and occasionally these are combined into a unique blend. These evaluative forms consist of a student turning in a paper (usually the first draft), the instructor minimally grading and returning it with possibly a few comments on it, and the student going on to the next paper assignment without making any revisions to the original. The grade is determined at the time the draft is handed in, and it cannot be altered.  Another possible grading option is to use the portfolio evaluative system. Using this form, students submit papers on a designated date, but are given the option of making multiple revisions throughout the semester in order to learn from their potential mistakes on their original drafts. Grades are not determined until the end of the semester since the papers can be continually revised up until the due date of the final portfolio. Both grading styles occur at universities and community colleges across the country, but which one is the better option for the students? When it comes to learning to write proficiently at the college level, will students learn and benefit more from the one-time paper submission or from the multiple revision submission?

I began to ask myself this after I was faced with the task of grading papers in both styles within the same semester. I was comfortable and accustomed to the holistic grading style, so initially the thought of switching to a portfolio system seemed a bit unnerving, but after I began to look at how this would, and was, affecting the class, grading, and students, I began to wonder what the most beneficial option for my students was. 

One of the more well-known forms of writing evaluation is holistic grading which typically consists of one draft being submitted for grading. Schools that adopt holistic approach tend to believe in a more standard and rigid approach to grading student’s work rather than providing evaluative feedback. According to Stephen Wilhoit, the basic thought behind this is, “Holistic grading enables teachers to grade papers quickly, but it offers little instruction to the student when they get the paper back, even if the teacher distributes the grading rubric.”(103) With this process, a student receives the paper assignment, typically has a week or two to complete the task, and then submits the paper to the instructor for grading. Usually, while the student is waiting for the results of the first paper to be returned to them, they are given a second paper assignment to begin working on, and thus begins the rapid process of quickly completing a paper to receive a grade and moving on, perhaps never to give a second glance to the paper after the evaluation was noted. 
The beginning English courses I teach at Kellogg Community College certainly follow this standard. Students must initially take a placement test, regardless of their previous academic background, to determine which level of English is appropriate for them. Once in the beginning course, they must complete a set of assignments that are graded using the one-time only approach, write a paper with five or less errors according to departmentally regulated standards, and pass an Exit Exam. This exam is also closely related to the Mastery Model which strives for students learning, or mastering, a specified set of skills and regurgitating this though a curriculum-wide exam. The exam consists of forty-three questions on various topics that have been covered throughout the semester such as passive and active sentences, correct punctuation, and verb tense usage. However, this focuses solely on the grammar portions of the lessons and, “fails to measure style and expression in writing done in various modes for various audiences.” (67) To accommodate the actual writing that occurs, the addition of the five or less error paper requirement also became a prerequisite for passing the course. Therefore, students enter this particular class due to the results of a test they took at some point, and are faced with the prospect of not only writing seven papers throughout the course, but writing them well enough the first time (there are no rewrites after the grade has been distributed) to achieve five or less errors on at least one paper, studying grammar, and at some point in the term, passing the ultimate Exit Exam to quantify that they are aware of enough grammar rules. Immediately, most students are incredibly intimated by this process and become so focused on checking for minute punctuation errors, that they don’t want to take any risks.

This form of grading has both positives and negatives. One benefit of this grading is that it allows the students to know how they’re doing throughout the semester can be helpful to them for a number of reasons. The most common reason is that this form of evaluation is what they are used to, and it’s the only form of grading most of them have ever experienced. The thought of knowing where they stand at any given point on that magical grading scale is a great reassurance to many. For example, it can be helpful when they’re deciding what courses to take since they often register for the following semester before the final grades are submitted. If they are athletes, it can help coaches and the administration make sure their athletes are on track. And it’s just comforting to know how they are fairing as they progress through English. 

One drawback is that it is not always an accurate measure of a student’s writing. According to Josephine Tarvers and Cindy Moore, “When you assign a grade to each individual paper in a course you are reinforcing for your students the importance of individual products in assessing their writing ability. A ‘paper’, to use the generic term, is a snapshot of how some writer is performing at a particular moment in time.” (142) So it is entirely possible that the grade given is not representative of the writer’s ability but rather is a product of the circumstances occurring at the time the paper was completed. 


Another negative feature is the effect this grading can have on students. All too often, students gauge this evaluation of performance as a personal attack on their own intellectual abilities. On the contrary, there is occasionally a student who receives an A or two and begins to visibly take it easy for the semester, but typically it is the negative grades which have a greater effect, and it is sometimes difficult to assure a student that it’s not an evaluation of their self-worth. Bill Wandless cites this frustration in a teaching journal: 

We are asked, in effect, to emblazon our students with Scarlet Letters, visible insignia of their successes and failures, letters that, regardless of the justice and fitness of their application, effectively determine the caliber of work they have produced and implicitly characterize our estimation of the class of scholars to which they belong. (275) 

While handing back graded assignments, the overall reaction of students is to instantly look for the mark somewhere on the paper that lists the percentage points earned as well as the official letter received such as A, B, C, etc. After either a quick smile or a disgruntled groan, they will occasionally make a cursory glance through the pages to see how many pen markings there really are. Although these inked comments consist of both constructive criticism and encouraging praise to guide the reader for their next assignment, all too often these are ignored. From my observations, I have witnessed this time and time again; ironically, it's often the students who received the better grades, and quite possibly had less commentary than those who needed guided a bit more, that actually take a few minutes to contemplate their evaluations. I have also witnessed the negative effect of the low grade. A student will receive a D or lower and, whether they anticipated it or not, will quickly turn the paper over on the desk or shove it into a notebook only to never resurface. His or her attitude tends to be very cavalier and one might respond with, "Oh well. I'll just do better on the next one. I didn't really try that hard anyway."


In my own classroom experience, I make every attempt to return the papers back to the students as quickly as possible, with the pages full of potentially helpful markings and commentary, in hopes that they'll use these graded pieces of work as templates for future writing assignments. In fact, I make every effort to encourage this practice of learning from previous mistakes or praises and repeatedly reference this point during one-on-one conferences with students. My hope is that they will take note of the carefully placed evaluative comments about the structure and organization of the paper and attempt to learn from this in order to figure out how they can avoid the same problems in their next assignment. Some students in particular have repetitive issues with some of the more mundane aspects of writing such as correct grammar usage, proper punctuation placement, and inconsistent verb usage. The majority of these same students state, both in class and during conferences, that they want to learn to proofread for these errors and ask for help, so I will continue to put a little extra effort into some of the responses hoping that this really will increase the student's knowledge base in such an area. But more often than not, individuals repeatedly submit assignments with the same errors made over and over again throughout the semester. I have often wondered if students were truly interested in making note of their errors or instead were just making themselves appear to be attentive students while waiting for that ultimate note of evaluation: the letter grade. 

During the first couple of weeks in my holistic classes, I have my classes do quick free writes, just a paragraph or two, to see where they stand as a whole. We will either have a class discussion or I’ll let them choose a topic, but they can just freely write; my pen will never touch their paper. The results are usually a bell curve: a few are developed writers, a few will need some work, and most are in the middle, or appropriate for this class level. During this current semester there is one student in particular, Jenn, that really impressed me with her first few writings. She is incredibly creative, uses complex sentence structures, and overall, just knows how to write. She exhibited a few small errors in her writings such as run-on sentences, incorrect apostrophe usage, and alternating verb tenses in the same sentence, but there were isolated enough that they didn’t impede the writing. I began to wonder why she was even in my class, and upon speaking to her, I found out she had been ill the day of the exam; therefore, she wasn’t able to concentrate very well and ended up in a lower course than she should have been. 

It has been frustrating watching Jenn’s writing progress through the semester. We have had several conversations about her taking creative writing courses since they would be something she would be both well-suited for and enjoy. Occasionally, she will bring in work that she is doing at home, and I will provide feedback on it, not for the class, but just for her own growth. However, her writing for the class assignments has changed quite a bit. It’s still creative, and I still see that “Jenn” style, but it’s much more uniform, and while I’m a bit disappointed, I’m not altogether surprised, since Jenn’s case is not unique. I’ve seen this before. While she wants to write in a style that’s reflective of what she’s capable of, in the back of her mind is the ever looming thought that she must write the paper with five or less errors, and in addition, learn the grammar rules proficiently enough to pass the Exit Exam. When I am working with students of her caliber, I feel like the constructs of the class are stifling her, and I wish there was more I could do to alleviate this pressure.


  After my first semester of teaching came to a conclusion, I began to wonder if the same frustration was happening in other classrooms that participated in this form of grading. I quickly found out I was not the only instructor with students who were solely concerned with achieving the ever elusive A on every single assignment. This form of instant gratification was occurring within the constructs of the English department at Kellogg Community College where every paper at all levels of English were graded in this similar fashion. My next assumption was that this frustration was not isolated, and this certainly appears to be true. An English professor and author of many authoritative books on teaching, Peter Elbow has published several reasons for shying away from providing a concrete grade for every single paper. “Ranking or grading is woefully uncommunicative. Grades and holistic scores are nothing but points on a continuum from “yea” to “boo”-with no information or clues about the criteria behind these noises.” (396) In his article “Ranking, Evaluating, and Liking: Sorting Out Three Forms of Judgment”, his concern regarding the benefits students actually receive parallel mine:
Ranking leads student to get so hung up on these oversimple quantitative verdicts that they care more about scores than abut learning-more about the grade we put on the paper than about the comment we have written on it. Have you noticed how grading often forces us to write comments to justify out grades?-and how these are often not the comment we would make if we were just trying to help the student write better? (397)

In order to break away a little from this mold, I have begun to adopt broader practices and continually work to better these to the extent of my abilities. One instance of this is my movement toward an atomistic grading approach. According to Stephen Wilhoit, these practices are much more common than the holistic approach:

Here teachers base their grade on separate evaluations of distinct elements in the essay. As they read an essay, they assess the quality of these elements and then combine or average these evaluations to determine the paper’s grade. Teachers grading this way commonly write comments on the student’s essay or employ a response sheet that lists the elements of the essay the teacher will evaluate when grading student work. (103)
This is where the extra amount of commentary I provide stems from. I felt the students weren’t getting enough feedback to even realize what errors they were making, and I wanted to provide that for them. I began to twist and manipulate the grading structure to fit the needs of students, and even then it would alter depending on the individual dynamics of each class and student ability level. Although I was happier with this more individualized version of response I was giving to students, I still felt I wanted to try something else, and fortunately, I was given the opportunity.

After spending a couple of years becoming fairly comfortable with these previous grading styles, I was introduced to a newer form of evaluation and providing commentary: using portfolios. For Western Michigan University’s English 1050 courses, this is a standard form of grading which consists of postponing grading until the end of the semester rather than doling out final grades on every assignment. This is similar to the other form in that students work in paper cycles throughout the semester and have set deadlines in which the work must be submitted, but as far as response is concerned, there are some discrepancies. For example, students don’t receive a set letter grade but rather are given some evaluative feedback concerning such things as direction of the paper, the focus (or lack thereof), evidence of supporting material, and other various things the instructor chooses to focus on. This feedback is typically provided in the form of an evaluation sheet attached to the paper, and usually the students receive a copy of this sheet beforehand so they have an indication of what they will be evaluated upon; in addition, this can help them stay focused on the evaluative criteria while working on the paper. Students in these courses must experience delayed gratification while awaiting the official grade on every writing assignment. 
What really distinguishes the style is the allowance to continue working on their papers by utilizing the steps of revising, peer review, and individual conferences with the instructors for the duration of the semester before receiving a final grade. These additional latter features of group and instructor support are often unique to this style and another added benefit with using portfolios. This style allows students to have completed several drafts before the due date even arrives. Even after they have submitted the paper and it has been returned with the instructor’s evaluative commentary (no grade), they have time to revise it again, as many times as they want, without penalty before the final portfolio is due. Portfolio writing is very much process oriented in the effect that is respective of student-centered learning. In portfolio classrooms there are no final Exit Exams that must be passed or papers that can only have a few errors. Edmund Farrell writes, “The process model prices a premium on diversity, on the varied ways by which individuals, each unique, construct knowledge from experience.” (71)
This student oriented portfolio approach is not without its flaws. A college professor and author well-versed in this subject matter, Frances Zak, claims, “Because a portfolio, as a cumulative writing product, can include a variety of genres for a variety of audiences and purposes, and may also include work that illustrates different stages of the drafting process, it is admittedly difficult to evaluate as a whole.” (129) This was one aspect of portfolio grading that intimidated me; the thought occurred to me more than once that the holistic approach may be much easier to grade. After all, these portfolio students are going to spend a month or two working on a single paper, put an immense amount of time an effort into it, and then it is to be submitted for what will be the Holy Grail of all grades: the final portfolio outcome. 

However many questions I had, I have since had my fears abated and have found more positive aspects than negative one.  In my own brief, semester long foray with evaluating students like this, I have noticed much more response regarding the commentary they are provided than my holistic students, and I believe there are a couple of reasons for this. Inherently, these students, similar to my non-portfolios students, are accustomed to the idea of immediate indication as to how they’re doing, and since the only possible way to determine this at this point is by gauging the type of comments provided, they search this. I have overheard students as they are looking at their evaluation sheet in the hallway after class trying to determine the rough grade equivalent according to the wording used. For example, if they have several remarks of Good written down, does that mean an A, B, or even an AB? So they have the inclination to perform careful reads to obtain whatever grading standards they can. 

Another motivating force for paying attention to the commentary is the thought of positively revising the paper for a better “grade” or feedback later on. In my one-grade courses, students will often see the corrections made on their papers and say, “I should have known that,” or, “ I can’t believe I made that error; if I had proofread one more time, I would have caught that.” They may be dismayed by the grade but, too often, this does not promote the motivation to carefully edit on the next paper. By abstaining from immediate grading though, an instructor can allude to work that needs to be done in particular areas in the text, and if the student has questions, they can inquire either during individual conferences or spare class time. This will allow the students the time to carefully review their paper again, and hopefully, discover their errors or deficiencies along the way. 

The chance to make revisions after hearing your fellow classmates and instructor’s recommendations can be particularly helpful when if comes to the development of an individual writing assignment. It is much easier to use a corrected paper as a template for repetitive comma or semicolon errors, but when a student is having difficulty supporting an argument paper and the next writing assignment is a proposal with completely different constructs, most likely it won’t be helpful to use the responses from the argument paper as a guide for the second one. In such cases, the chance to receive multiple opinions and work through several drafts, only to still have the opportunity to receive more feedback before the final copy must be submitted is invaluable in these cases. Otherwise, in the single copy case, a student may look upon the lowered grade which occurred because of the same problems, but not care because they have completed that writing style for the semester and may never have to write another one in this fashion again. 
Since being introduced to the portfolio system, I have attempted to include as many of the useful features that I can into my holistic/atomistic courses while still staying within the constructs of these prescribed systems. One example of this is instituting the practice of peer reviews and individual conferences. These acts alone have gained much praise from the majority of my students. In effect, this allows students to have the opportunity to revise their papers after meeting with both their classmates and me before submitting the final copy. Although they do not take advantage of this to the extent that my portfolio students do, they are still much more likely to carefully evaluate the commentary they are given and to think about how it can be improved before it is submitted for the final grade. 

I know my students are benefiting from using portfolios, and I have received numerous testimonials that attest to this fact. After using holistic, atomistic, and portfolio grading systems in my basic composition classes, I have been able to see the effects that they produce in student learning and motivation. The students who are in my portfolio courses are repeatedly allowed and encouraged to revise their work, and therefore, they take evaluative comments seriously, while students in my courses based on holistic standards still tend to, for the most part, work toward the allusive A and passing the final Exit Exam. From my observations, the portfolio grading system is much more beneficial to students because it promotes self-evaluation and learning and aids them to become better writers. Do I think Jenn would benefit more from being in a portfolio evaluative class? Absolutely. 
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