
Easing the Paining of Grading Student Writing 

Common Challenges: 
 Grading is time-consuming and its effect on students’ writing varies widely. 
 Student writing is plagued by errors and incoherence. 
 Students resort to plagiarism. 

Research Has Shown: 
 The traditional mode of marking papers by correcting errors does not benefit students’ long-

term development as writers. 
 Professors often send mixed messages in their comments: e.g., both copy-editing a 

paragraph and calling for it to be expanded. 
 Specific comments are more effective than stock phrases. 

Suggestions: 
 Make Students Take Responsibility

o Self-editing workshops on due dates: have students check their own papers for errors 
before they turn them in. 

o Have students write cover letters answering global questions about their papers. 
o Have students summarize your response to their writing in a letter.  (For a draft, they 

would summarize what you want them to do for the final version) 
o Peer review: have them correct and comment on one another’s papers.  Give specific 

tasks for optimal results. 

 Minimal Marking for Errors in Grammar, Spelling, Punctuation 
o Mark an “X” on the end of line containing an error. 
o Look for patterns of errors. 
o Focus on one or two problems, so as not to overwhelm the student. 

 Create a Grading Criteria/Rubric
o Invest in designing and explaining a rubric to students ahead of time in order to save 

time on the back end of grading. 
 Saves time in grading process. 
 Helps you explain to students what you expect. 
 Helps you to clarify your course and assignment objectives. 
 Raises students’ awareness of the educational process.  
 Gives students something concrete to aim for. 
 Help students evaluate their own work before submission. 

 Think Big
o Treat students like apprentice scholars.  
o Give them specific advice.  
o Give them advice they can use in other contexts. 
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