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College Composition Grading Dilemmas: What Method Do Students Prefer?
Andrea Karn

Abstract: This manuscript provides results of a study designed to determine students’ preferences regarding method of grading in a college-level composition classroom. The study, which focuses on portfolio and holistic grading methods, shows that students prefer a combination of the portfolio and holistic methods.  Although the study is based on a small sampling of students, it places attention on an often overlooked voice:  students themselves.  

College composition instructors are typically allowed some flexibility in their choice of method for grading student writing. Many instructors and professors base their decisions upon their extensive pedagogical training, other instructors’ experiences, and their own classroom experience. But what do the students, as the individuals subjected to this grading, feel will benefit them? While numerous studies exist on grading methods used, such as holistic and portfolio, to gauge student writing (e.g. Hayes, Hatch, and Silk’s 2000 publication), these studies seen to lack sufficient attention to this question and instead focus on what instructors prefer. In overlooking student voices, these studies may too quickly dismiss how student perspectives can serve as a valuable resource in decisions about grading methods. To acknowledge this overlooked perspective, I will attempt to answer the following question: When it comes to learning to write proficiently at the college level, which of the commonly used grading methods will students prefer?
______________

Author’s Note: This manuscript was written for a journal such as Teaching English in the Two-Year College, a journal published by the National Council of Teachers of English. The readership consists of college instructors at a wide range of institutes of higher learning, and the journal articles typically consist of practical pedagogical practices as well as focusing on scholarly theoretical discussions. 

In pursuing this question, I want to build upon on the work of scholars who advocate opportunities for instructors to seek student opinion as way of fostering more informed classroom decisions about learning and critical thinking. Rosalyn Zigmond notes, for example, “Students have a vital, collaborative role in the evaluation of their writing. When teachers consider their students’ input seriously, they validate the students’ roles as writers and encourage their self-assessment” (302). Therefore, by asking for and truly listening to their opinions, instructors are actively placing the role of learning and critical thinking in the students’ hands. Linda Flower offers a similar perspective: “Encouraging students’ evaluations creates a collaborative environment in the writing classroom, which fosters the social context of learning” (Construction 27). 


In arguing that we need to learn more about students’ perceptions and preferences regarding grading methods, I am not advocating that instructors base decisions about grading methods solely on student opinion.  It is important that instructors recognize, however, that both students and faculty preferences reflect interests.  The amount of grading instructors will have to complete during a semester, for example, may underlie their choice of grading method. In such cases, instructors may alter their grading methods and these methods may benefit students, but aid to students may not be the underlying motivation.  
In order, then, to address this imbalance in knowledge between instructor-centered versus student-centered perceptions of the most beneficial grading method, I chose to look to my own students to gain their perspective. During the particular semester this study originally occurred, I was teaching four composition courses and grading two with a portfolio method and two with a holistic method. Because considerable variation exists within these two methods, I define below the methods as I employed them in my composition courses as basis for this study. To receive student input, I developed and administered a questionnaire (see Appendix A) to students in both the holistic and the portfolio classes. Based upon the survey results about student preference, I then decided to modify my grading practice in subsequent composition classes by combining the holistic and portfolio classes into a graded portfolio. For (how many?) of these classes, I developed and administered an additional slightly modified from the first, that again asked for students’ preference and opinions regarding grading method. 

Holistic Grading

The holistic approach emphasizes a single cycle of grading and encourages students to revise before submitting a paper for grading, but no revision is permitted thereafter. According to Stephen Wilhoit, the basic thought behind adopting this grading form is that, “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” (Allyn & Bacon 103). 
Holistic grading has both positives and negatives. Given the particular attributes of the rubric formation, grading time can be reduced. In addition and perhaps most important, expecting students to perfect their work the first time can help create realistic expectations beneficial to students in the long run according to Nancy Schullery:

When students enter the workplace, their ability to accomplish their assigned goals will determine their career success. Similarly, their ability to accomplish their purpose on an assignment should determine their grades. A document's intended purpose is accomplished when the document is effective [….] its focus on the big picture helps motivate students to strive toward improvement in all aspects of the subject (Focus 1).
Placing this expectation upon students—that they will be held fully accountable for submitted work—may teach them a far greater lesson than the actual writing components themselves. 
Of course, not every aspect of holistic grading is beneficial: one drawback is that the method 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” (Teaching 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. 

In addition to the potential defeating nature of the limited letter grade, the question arises as to what do the students learn from this process? In “Using Quizzes for Feedback and Revision of Written Assignments,” Barbara Scofield notes the limitations of holistic grading form in helping students not only to learn, but also maintain knowledge: “Assignments with no revision of writing may help students to develop critical-thinking or problem-solving skills, but they are deficient as means of developing writing skills” (1). While any activity that promotes the development of critical-thinking abilities is important, in a composition class, the development of writing should take center-stage. 

Portfolio Grading

Portfolio grading consists of postponing grading until the end of the semester rather than providing a final definitive letter grade on every assignment. Even though a grade is not assigned, students are given some evaluative feedback on their writing. What really distinguishes the portfolio method is that students are permitted to continue working on their papers through revision, peer review, and individual conferences with the instructors before receiving a final grade at the end of the semester. These additional features of group and instructor support are often unique to the portfolio method. This process orientation of portfolio writing encourages student-centered learning which authors, such as Edmund Farrell promote: “The process model prices a premium on diversity, on the varied ways by which individuals, each unique, construct knowledge from experience” (Patterns 71).
Just as any other grading method, the portfolio method is not without its flaws. Frances Zak states, “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” (Theory 129). However, by abstaining from immediate grading, an instructor can allude to work that needs to be done in particular areas in the text, and the students are allowed time to carefully review their paper again and discover their errors or deficiencies along the way. In her studies, Barbara Scofield discovered that, “Research in composition unequivocally teaches that students learn to write from the feedback they receive during the writing process” (Quizzes 1). Whether feedback comes from the instructor, a student’s peer-review group, or another source, students in portfolio classes are continuously receiving feedback and are given both the time and encouragement to learn and grow from the given commentary. 
Research Results from Survey 1:  Assessing Student Preferences for Portfolio vs. Holistic Methods
The students surveyed consisted of sixty-five students (twenty-nine in the holistic group and thirty-six in the portfolio group) from two different colleges: a small community college and a mid-size research university. The background, ethnicity, age, and educational experience of the students were diverse, but this difference was more prevalent at the community college than at the university. 
Although the student survey results show no clear consensus concerning students’ preferred grading method, the survey response did show a slight preference for the portfolio method. Students seemed to favor the portfolio method because it afforded them opportunities to revise papers, learn from mistakes, and improve the grade on every paper. Figure 1 shows students response to the survey question asking them to rate the effectiveness of the grading style on their learning, understanding, and mastery of the writing process. They rated this with a number, 1-5, with 1 being the most effective and 5 being the least effective.
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Responses from the holistic students showed an equal balance between the students that rated the letter grade style as a 1, 2, or 3, with three students selecting 4 and one student giving this method a 5 and stating that the portfolio method sounded much more promising. So while some found the holistic grading method effective, there was a pretty broad distribution, and the number with the highest response (the 3) indicates that most students are just accepting rather than appreciating and learning from this method. 

On the other hand, the balance among responses from the portfolio students was not quite as even. Out of thirty-three students, eight gave a rating of 1, fourteen gave a rating of 2, eleven gave a rating of 3, three gave a rating of 4, and no one selected a 5. With the highest concentration of students selecting a 2, and 3 being a close second, I think the fairly high rankings for the portfolio grading method indicate while students may not find the portfolio method perfect,  it is perceived as a preference over a holistic alternative.

The comments on the questionnaires for the most part mirrored the numerical results, but the written response also allowed students to more fully elaborate upon their sentiments.  These responses revealed some interesting points.  While there were a few comments that went to either extreme stating the given method was really liked or really disliked, most students from both the holistic and the portfolio classes had a similar response: they would like to receive some kind of grade (even if it is not a final one) and receive a good amount of commentary as well. 
A clearer indication of how students from both courses portrayed this point is reflected in the comments below culled from student response to some of the additional questions on the survey.  For example in response to the question, If the grading method used in this class was helpful to you, why? If it was not helpful to you, why?, students said: 

· I wish I could see my grade but still revise.

· It helps me improve my writing, but at the same time people can slack off because they are not graded with a letter grade. 

· It’s helpful to be able to see what I did wrong, but it is nice to know what kind of grade I would get. 

In response to the same question, some of the responses from the students in the holistic group varied a bit, but overall, they represented a similar level of response:
· I like the grading method because it lets me know where I stand.

· It’s not helpful because I just receive a grade and I’m not sure what I did wrong. 

· It (the grade) is helpful, but I would like to get feedback that I can learn from as well.

Overall, the majority of holistic and portfolio students said they would prefer to have a combination of the two grading systems: a letter or number grade that would give students the comfort of knowing where they stand along with ample commentary and feedback from multiple perspectives.

.
To further develop the reasoning behind students’ preference and thus provide along with ample commentary and feedback from multiple perspectives factors that motivate students, the responses to the fifth question on the questionnaire—What grading style do you feel motivates you to become a better writer?—are elucidated upon by portfolio students:

· I think if the teacher just gives you a grade on a paper and you didn’t know what to fix, it would not be useful (in reference to holistic grading).

· Portfolio because there is more interaction to help me excel.

· With commentary because we get the chance to revise our papers and learn more in the process.

· I like letter grades better because I feel I have something to work for. 

· When I receive a letter grade, it gives me a better sense of where I stand in the class. Although commentary and constructive criticism can be insightful, I get overwhelmed and lazy when reading over the suggested changes without the grade present. 
The answers provided are representative of the majority of portfolio students. So although many are giving accolades to their current grading system, students are expressing an overall desire for more evaluative feedback as well. A similar theme emerged in responses to this same question from students in the holistic group:
· Having feedback because it tells you what to do in order to improve your writing.
· The commentary because you have to do more work, but it benefits you in the end. 

· The holistic grading style motivates me because it shows me my grade quickly.

· I think both do because with portfolio you know what you need to improve on and when you get a letter grade you know what letter grade you want next time. 
As these comments suggest, the holistic group seemed to desire an evaluative grade, more commentary and feedback presented on each paper and the chance to revise. 

The analysis of responses from another question expand upon the points made above— Do you feel receiving feedback on a particular paper throughout the semester allows you/would allow you to become a better writer and learn much more in the process?—and students from both classes responded whether or not they received commentary as part of their grading process. The results from both groups were overwhelming in favor of receiving, or continuing to receive, commentary. Out of 26 students surveyed in the holistic group, 24 wanted to receive feedback along with their grade, and from 40 students questioned in the portfolio group, 37 preferred to continue receiving the commentary. 

After looking closely at responses from some of the more insightful survey questions along with the overall theme from the responses, no definitive preference emerged for either holistic or portfolio grading from either group of students. Some of the balance between preference for the given method (just under half of the students from each group preferred their current method) may be due to the comfort factor: students only know what they have used, and therefore, that is what they are comfortable with. However, the end result suggests that students from both groups also wanted a grading system that combined the elements of the portfolio and holistic methods. 

Research Results from Survey II: Assessing Student Responses to a Combined Portfolio/Holistic Grading Method

While it appeared that the majority of students in the holistic and portfolio classes wanted a more definitive way of gauging their process in the class through the use of a grade, the same majority also wanted to receive feedback, or commentary, on their work. From these classroom results, I decided to make some alterations in my grading practices; thus the following semester, my students were exposed to what I refer to as the graded, or “combination, portfolio system” of assessment, which combines elements of the holistic and portfolio method. Although this combined portfolio system follows the same basic concepts as the portfolio system mentioned above, the students receive a letter grade along with the commentary each time they submit a paper. Throughout the semester, the opportunity for revision still presents itself, along with multiple opportunities for feedback from classmates, the instructor, and other peers.  A revised final portfolio is also still submitted, and after each paper is reviewed, the final grade for each individual paper is the average between the first and the second. 
By combining components of both classes and attempting to give students what they claimed they wanted, I was eager to see if the next round of students would really 

benefit from and prefer the combination portfolio method. The variety of students along with the two different college settings paralleled the student background in the first survey, and there were again a small number of students, 46, polled. After submitting the slightly modified survey (see Appendix B), reviewing the results from my current students, and then comparing those tallies to current students and comparing those tallies to the previous study, I noticed a higher preference for the combined portfolio/holistic grading method.
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When asked the same question as students in the first survey—if the grading method used was helpful and why—along with ample commentary and feedback from multiple perspectives the overwhelming majority of students reported liking the combination portfolio grading method, finding it beneficial to their learning and writing. Out of 46 students surveyed, sixteen gave the graded portfolio a 1 (the highest ranking), nineteen gave it a 2, six gave it a 3, three gave it a 4, and no one selected a low ranking of 5. This grading method had a much higher number of respondents mark it favorably (with a ranking of a 1 or a 2) and just a minimal number of 3’s and under than the previous two grading methods observed. Only two students stated they would like receiving solely a grade, and just one student claimed the original portfolio method would be preferred. 
A few of the comments they provided clearly support the high ranking:

· I feel that receiving a grade and commentary would make me feel most motivated to become a better writer because I would know what I have to work on in my paper. 

· Definitely receiving a grade and commentary….I feel that I can never receive too much help on writing anything. 

· The addition of commentary because the remarks on the papers help me to understand what I’m doing wrong and what I need more improvement on. 

· I think the particular grading method was effective because it gives a reason as to why the paper received the grade it did. 

Just by examining the responses from these questions, it could be assumed that students were simply praising what they were accustomed to during this semester, so the analysis of more questions was needed to solidify and reaffirm the above results.


By looking at a similar question that was provided on the first survey: What grading style (just receiving a grade OR receiving a grade and commentary) do you feel would motivate you to become a better writer? — 45 of the 46 students responded that they would prefer to receive the grade along with the commentary. A sampling of their responses is provided:

· Grading without commentary is little motivation as it does not show the student specifics of how to improve.

· I like receiving a grade and commentary; it gives me a chance to redeem myself and learn from my mistakes.

· Definitely receiving a grade and commentary…I feel that I can never receive too much help with my writing.

· I think the commentary is great to have with the grade. That way, a student receives at least a little bit of reasoning on what he/she needs to improve on when it comes to revisions for the final portfolio. I am a student that just expects more reasoning for the grade. 

· I feel that the commentary is the most important avenue for grading.

The results clearly indicate the preference for the grading method the students were being presented with, for not only did they receive a grade that appeased their need for numerical placement, they were given oral and written justification that supported this grade, along with the chance to improve both the paper and the grade. 

When directly asked if they found one particular aspect of this grading beneficial, 41 students responded that it would, while 5 answered that it would not be much benefit. To expand on this preliminary set of data, a sampling of responses is provided:
· One always responds through revision.

· Yes, I think it helps a student prosper with their writing. It lets a student know what they are doing right and wrong in their papers. 

· Yes, not knowing what was incorrect on a paper seems like bad policy, how can I learn if I do not know what I am doing wrong? 

· Yes because if I am doing something wrong or not clearly stating the point in a paper then I would like to know how to fix what mistakes that I have made. 

· YES! It definitely would allow me to learn more throughout this vigorous process. 

· Of course. Constant revision and feedback is necessary for the paper to be well-written.

· After awhile, I might get sick of correcting the same paper. 
From this representative sample, students surveyed clearly stated they really wanted and appreciated all forms of feedback, often indicating they found the combination grading system a necessity for learning and growing as a writer. 
After examining the responses from the students in the graded portfolio classes, it appeared that utilizing the combination portfolio/holistic grading method allowed students to achieve an accurate measure of their individual progress in the class as well as the opportunity and understanding to improve their writing abilities. In addition to the revision opportunity allowed the students, from their survey responses many seemed to acknowledge, appreciate, and prefer this chance for writing growth and improvement. 

In addition to its benefit for students, a combined portfolio/holistic method of grading has advantages for instructors as well: students are much more likely to produce better work when submitting each draft when using the graded portfolio method for they are being held accountable for their work each time through receiving a letter grade. Therefore, instructors are not left to comment on drafts that were not given much attention due to a student just quickly writing it in order to receive credit but knowing full well that he or she has the entire semester to produce the “real” paper, as would be the case in the ungraded portfolio method.
Final Thoughts

After using holistic, portfolio, and graded portfolio systems in my introductory level composition classes, I have been able to see the effects that they produce in student 
learning and motivation. From my observations, the combination graded portfolio system is much more beneficial to students because it promotes self-evaluation and learning and aids them to become better writers. By an instructor simply providing a concrete symbol of progress such as a letter grade or numerical value but also giving feedback on how to improve the writing, and ultimately the grade, a student is given is given two lessons: how to improve as a writer and the realistic, real-world setting of giving one’s best effort the first time. So where does this study leave college composition instructors that have a choice of which grading method to utilize? 
As briefly mentioned earlier, the time constraints involved with grading may greatly influence the an instructor-chosen grading method, and when utilizing the portfolio method,  reading multiple drafts of four or five papers from a large number of students would be a realistic expectation. Therefore, the volume of time and work associated with portfolio grading may quickly deter some instructors and cause them to look to an “easier” form of grading such as the holistic method. Regardless of the practical issue of time, the question remains whether instructors should take into account student preference concerning grading. 

The questions and study presented here may be the basis for future research in composition studies. While this small-scale study did not focus on what leads to student motivation when writing and revising or if students will learn from revision when enrolled in an ungraded portfolio course, this work could be a basis for the framework into these discussions. 
Appendix A: Student Evaluation Survey (First Draft)
Please answer all questions honestly.

1. You have received at least one paper that has contained a grade, solely commentary, or a combination of both. Do you think the particular grading method you received was effective to your learning? Please mark 1-5 with 1 being the most effective (you found the grading style useful) and 5 being the most ineffective.

2. If the grading method was helpful to you, why? If it was not helpful to you, why?

3. What grading style (of the three I have discussed with you listed above) would you prefer and why? 
4. How much do you read and apply the feedback you receive-either from me or from your peer group-to your writing?

5. Would you rather receive a letter grade on each paper (with no commentary) and be done with it?

6. Do you feel receiving continuous feedback on a particular paper throughout the semester allows you/would allow you to become a better writer and learn much more in the process?

7. When you receive a letter grade along with commentary, do you read and attempt to apply the commentary to the next paper, or just look at the grade?

Appendix B: Student Evaluation Survey (Revised Draft)

Please answer all questions honestly.

1. You have received at least one paper that had a letter grade with commentary. Do you think the particular grading method you received was effective to your learning? Please mark 1-5 with 1 being the most effective (you found the grading style useful) and 5 being the most ineffective.
2. If the grading method was helpful to you, why? If it was not helpful to you, why?

3. What grading style (just receiving a grade OR receiving a grade and commentary) do you feel would motivate you to become a better writer?

4. Which of the above two methods would you prefer and why?

5. How much do you read and apply the feedback you receive-either from me or from your peer group-to your writing?

6. Would you rather receive a letter grade on each paper (with no commentary) and be done with it?

7. Do you feel receiving continuous feedback on a particular paper throughout the semester allows you/would allow you to become a better writer and learn much more in the process?
8. When you receive a letter grade along with commentary, do you read and attempt to apply the commentary to the next paper, or just look at the grade?
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