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

Abstract: This article attempts to discover the most beneficial and student preferred method of grading in college-level composition classrooms. Based upon a personalized teacher research project, scholarly readings, and other similar research findings, the discussion blends the combination and analyzes the separate components to garner a multifaceted perspective, but the main emphasis and focus is placed upon an often overlooked voice: the students.

Among higher educational institutions-regardless of whether that is a university, college, or community college-composition instructors at this level tend to be allowed some flexibility in the method that they choose to grade student writing. But the inevitable question arises of which one to choose? Many instructors and professors base their decisions-if they are indeed given a choice-upon their extensive pedagogical training, research into what has worked for other instructors, and possibly even their own classroom training and experience. Very often the grading format chosen is one that the trained individual feels will best benefit their students. But what do the individuals that will be subjected to the vast majority of the work based upon this decision yet are the ones that are seldom consulted on such matters have to say? When it comes to learning to write proficiently at the college level, will students learn, benefit, and prefer the one-time paper submission, from the multiple revision submission, or from a combination of the two? 
In college composition grading, one commonly used form is the holistic approach, and this evaluative form consists of a student turning in a paper (usually the first draft, although they are encouraged to revise and complete more than one), the instructor minimally grading according to an agreed upon rubric and returning it with a grade and possibly a few comments, but the writing itself cannot be altered. The student then goes on to the next paper assignment without making any revisions to the original and very often, does not give the preceding paper a second glance.  
Another possible grading option is to use the portfolio-often referred to as a process-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; therefore, a process ensues as students move through prewriting, drafting, revising, and editing, and any step can occur at any point; this does not have to follow a linear process. 
A third design is a form of a graded portfolio system. This follows the same basic concepts as the portfolio system mentioned above, but the students are given a letter grade along with the commentary each time the paper is submitted. Throughout the semester, the opportunity for revision still presents itself, along with the aid of multiple opportunities for feedback from classmates, the instructor, and other peers, and a revised final portfolio is still submitted. At this point, each paper is reviewed and regarded, and the final grade for each individual paper is the average between the first and the second. 
BASIS FOR THE STUDY
I began to ask myself what form to use after I had a couple of years of experience teaching in the composition classroom and the focus suddenly shifted from a department-wide mandate to a grading method of every instructor’s choosing. Up until this point, I had been using holistic grading at a small community college for a few years, and the plain portfolio method at a fairly large research university. Both grading methods had been required for their freshman composition courses, but once it was announced that more freedom would be allowed at each institution-I began to look at how this would, and was, affecting the class, grading, and students, and therefore, what the most beneficial option for my students was. 
It occurred to me that the majority of discussions concerning grading were solely focused on discussing the end result and what produced greater results and learning along the way, but as far as carrying the individual steps out along the way-not to mention what students preferred-there did not appear to be as much information on this topic, so I choose to look at my own classes for this information. From my teaching experience, personal observations, and student’s feedback, I wanted to look at the separate components of the two grading styles that I had used so far, their effects, and what the students felt was beneficial rather than solely the instructors. Therefore, I decided to ask them. I presented a questionnaire* to all of my holistic and portfolio graded students. By presenting this questionnaire- that contained a number of questions that asked students if they liked the grading method they had experienced so far, the effectiveness of it, and what grading style they felt motivated them to be a better writer–after every class had written and received at least one “graded” paper assignment back, they were at least 

__________________

* See Appendix A
somewhat familiar with the grading processes that would ensue for the remainder of the semester. I would then utilize this information, along with my own observations and teacher awareness as well as other instructors’ experiences garnered through research, as a basis for what grading method to utilize in the succeeding semesters. 
I really did not know what to expect for the results, but I still had a few speculations. I thought perhaps each group would want what they didn’t currently have. Maybe the portfolio students, while just getting started in the semester-long revision cycle, would be intimidated by the thought of looking at the first paper one, two, maybe even three more times (after they had already revised it numerous times before submitting it to me), so they would just prefer to receive a letter grade and be done with it. Similarly, maybe the holistic students would rather have the chance to prolong the final grade-since many had a real awakening upon receiving their initial papers returned- 
and would really appreciate the opportunity to continue to work on and revise their works. The thought also occurred that they would prefer something different or altered from what they were currently experiencing.  

Other Voices on the Topic

In striving to discover the most effective and beneficial grading method, I am not 
alone. Rebecca Anderson, a director of a summer writing institute that provides additional pedagogical training to future teachers notes the amount of text, however helpful, that is available on this topic in her article, “Suggestions for Responding to the Dilemma of Grading Students’ Writing”:

Fortunately, when teachers of writing set out to find grading techniques that support the process approach, they will find a large and growing body of literature. However, although the term grading appears in the literature and may suggest that there are answers to the dilemma of how to assign grades when teaching writing, it is, many times, misleading in that the teacher will not find advice about the mechanics of how to determine a grade for a student’s written work (2).  

This thought-that future teachers are taught more about the theory, practice, and pedagogy of writing-than how to actually go about properly assessing and marking the work is a problem I, along with many others, have encountered. The difficulty in providing clear and accurate measurement on such a subjective assessment has caused some educators to shy away from the traditional desired forms. 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 from traditional grading standards:

Ranking leads student to get so hung up on these over simple 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? (The Allyn & Bacon Sourcebook for College Writing Teachers 397)

Holistic Grading

This grading form typically consists of one draft being submitted for grading and a predetermined rubric being utilized by an instructor to determine the grade. 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. Since holistic grading is rubric-based, there are usually a few content areas that a paper must successfully complete, and although these will vary among instructors and schools, the general areas usually include aspects similar to the ones presented by Nancy Schullery in “Focus on Teaching: A Holistic Approach to Grading”:
1. The writer approaches the context in a way that respects the viewpoint of the audience. 2. He uses language and an organization that the audience understands. 3. The content must include enough detail to help the reader understand the writer's perspective, yet include no irrelevant information. 4. The writer's self-presentation must be positive (1).

Since the areas are widely distributed and clearly indicated, an instructor can easily gauge and mark whether each paper contains adequate information in each area and “mark-off” points for the areas that are lacking. 
Pros and Cons of Holistic Grading
This form of grading has both positives and negatives. One benefit is that it allows instructors to employ a rubric-one that is usually formed and agreed upon within the instructor’s department-that aids in students receiving a more uniform level of grading between classes. And due to the particular attributes of the rubric formation, grading time can also be reduced. Another benefit of holistic grading is to allow the students to know how they are doing in the class throughout the semester, and this 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 is 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. In addition, expecting students to perfect their work the first time can place realistic expectations upon students that can benefit them in the long run. Nancy Schullery discusses her positive view of using holistic grading for this means:
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 (1).
By placing this expectation upon students-that they will be held fully accountable for submitted work-this may be teaching them a far greater lesson than the actual writing components themselves. 
Of course, not every aspect of holistic grading is beneficial, and 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” (Teaching in Progress 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 presented within In Our Own Voice: 

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) 

In addition the potential defeating nature of the grade, what do the students learn from this process? In “Using Quizzes for Feedback and Revision of Written Assignments”, Barbara Scofield notes the limiting nature of utilizing a holistic grading form and expecting students to not only learn, but 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. 
Observations in the Holistic Classes

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." I often wonder if a student was given the opportunity to revise if they would.
Portfolio Grading

This a form of grading which has gained much popularity in recent years and 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 that lists the high-order (focus, development, etc.) and low-order concerns (grammar, punctuation, etc.) just mentioned which is 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.” (Patterns in Literature 71)
Pros and Cons of Portfolio Grading

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” (The Theory and Practice of Grading Writing 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. In her studies, Barbara Scofield had discovered that, “Research in composition unequivocally teaches that students learn to write from the feedback they receive during the writing process” (“Using Quizzes for Feedback and Revision of Written Assignments” 1). Whether that feedback comes from me, 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 such commentary. 
Observations in the Portfolio Courses

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. 

Classroom Research Project

Frankly, I was a bit skeptical about how knowledgeable they would be regarding their responses. After all, maybe they did not take my plea for them to answer as honestly as possible seriously. Or maybe they have not given any thought to what form they would prefer-even after I briefly discussed it with them-instead plodding through whatever the teacher presents them with. Or, as is most likely the case, many students are just much more familiar with the holistic form, so that is what is comfortable and what they know. Many students in the portfolio classes said this semester was their first introduction to such grading, and likewise, students in the holistic classes had-for the most part-not heard of such a form so they did not have any hands-on experience with it; therefore, my explanations had to suffice. I was also eager to compare my results to what other instructors and researchers had discovered in their own classrooms to see how my findings measured up. 
Although I was not sure what the results would be, I still had a few speculations. I thought perhaps each group would want what they didn’t currently have. Maybe the portfolio students, while just getting started in the semester-long revision cycle, would be intimidated by the thought of looking at the first paper one, two, maybe even three more times (after they had already revised it numerous times before submitting it to me), so they would just prefer to receive a letter grade and be done with it. Similarly, maybe the holistic students would rather have the chance to prolong the final grade-since many had a real awakening upon receiving their initial papers returned-and would really appreciate the opportunity to continue to work on and revise their works.
Research Results

Upon reviewing the results from sixty-five students (twenty-nine in the holistic group and thirty-six in the portfolio group), while there was not a definite “winner” that seemed to be preferred, there was a slight preference among the two grading methods: the portfolio method.*

______________

* See Appendix B 
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Reading the comments on the questionnaires for the most part reiterated the numerical results, but they also helped students to more fully elaborate upon their sentiments and brought about some interesting points.  While there were a few that went to either extreme either stating that they really liked or disliked their given method, most students from both groups 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. In response to the second question, If the grading method used in this class was helpful to you, why? If it was not helpful to you, why?, a few student responses from the portfolio classes are listed below:

· 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 holistic students varied a little bit, but overall, they represented the same desire to have the best of both worlds-a grade and ample commentary:

· 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.

The comments from the rest of the holistic students presented a fairly similar set of responses, and while roughly half of the students preferred their current method and the other half favored the idea of using a process style, the end result balanced out to the fact that these students also wanted a grading system that was more of a combination. 

Research Observations and Grading Modifications

While it appears that nearly all of the students (in both forms of classes) wanted a more definitive way of gauging their process, the majority of the students want to receive the feedback on their work (both from me and their peers) and really feel that the learn and grow from this technique, but alas, they still want some indication of progress, whether that is through a letter or a numerical grade that gives some indication of their standing. Overall, I was pleasantly surprised at the amount of students that stated they really wanted to learn to be better writers, and I cannot fault them for wanting to have an indication of where they stand in the class. I just hope the desire to learn overpowers the desire to place well.

From these classroom results, the readings of other experiences, and my own observations, I decided to make some alterations in my grading practices; thus the following semester, my students were exposed to the graded portfolio system of grading. 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 and prefer this method. 
After submitting and reviewing the survey results from my current students and comparing those tallies to the previous study, I noticed a much higher preference for the combined grading form. 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. 
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(More analysis here!)
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. The students who are in my portfolio-form 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 elusive A. From my observations, a combination of a portfolio and holistic grading system is much more beneficial to students because it promotes self-evaluation and learning and aids them to become better writers. 
Appendix A: Student Evaluation Survey

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: Survey Results
First Round of Research: 

The initial question I had asked the students was 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. From the holistic students, there was an equal balance between those 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 this 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 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 this indicates while they may not find this method perfect, it is better than the alternative, holistic method, and overall, they appear to find this grading system beneficial. 
Second Round of Research:
Regarding the same initial question, the overwhelming majority of students liked this grading method and found it to be beneficial to their learning and writing. Out of 43 students surveyed, sixteen gave this a 1 (the highest ranking), eighteen gave it a 2, four 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. 
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