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ABSTRACT ’ |

N - Recent theories that composition instruction should
- focus on the writing process rather than on the product have proven
valid. A corollary, or a result, of this development has been the
growing attacks on grades and grading. While evaluation provides
effective instruction, grading is of 1imitéd relevance and may be

- misleading and harmful vithout modification, The first two grading.

s step--grading. But most importantly they furnish the writer with

7‘!_stbolsf'alone!;are'inadequaté'for indicating quality of work-and

steps, reading a paper and recording reactions, and identifying the

~ inappropriate or incorrect (words, phrases) elements lead to the

~ third step--summarizing the overall strengths and veaknesses of the
paper. These steps may be the indirect basls for the final

audience reaction and help to further his vritingfdevglopnent.:Gradé

"”~reflect]on1y‘one instructor's opinion. A viable and preferable

solution would be a written statement about the student's writing

ﬁ”ﬁ=~abilit¥ included with the assigned grade. (JM)
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NHAT DO NE DO WHEN WE DO NHAT WE DO-=~-AND SHOULD H[? ,“»:gthfgg
Ww. U. McDonald . e T
In recent years, as you altl know, discussions at our annual

'meeting and in journals have focused extensive]y on the process of -

i wr1t1ng perhaps more than its product, on composing as @ method of

" . discovery perhaps more than as a means of communication, on writing

";_as a reve]ation more than writing as art. Although 1ike any gen-

;Ji-distort the emphaSis;tgenerally I believe you will agree they're,
“true, Jt-is also true that-ia coqﬁollary, if not a result, of théée'
'~developments has been a growing attack on grades .and grading._in-“fi

‘deed at times on the whole act of eva1uation. Perhaps an GXtrem"<

‘examp1e is represented by statements that to evaluate a piece of' e

) _rstructiona1 values we should not give up Tight1y. but that “grading“
.t‘*71tse1f is of limited relevance and.aaaogéiLab#e harm to an other--:,i;;

iﬂl!wise valuable process.

L

S eralization these perhaps somewhat over-simplify the dichotomy andA,fJ‘

A1

writing is to judge the student, and we are not judges.'f%'”

In the 1ight of this situation, I would- 1ike to look again at
precisely what we do when we go through the series of responses and
actions that end in the placing of a gradejon a paper and ultimately
on a grade sheet. Then I want to suggest that there is a d1s—"

tinction between eva]uatfng and grading, that evaluating has {n- ;”

Let me begin by defining briefly four steps l believe we go




\'h‘orai or written comments may be the indirect basis for e grade (or
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hands"--we identify on the paper particular things--words, phrases, .

‘-orderings of ideas in paragraphs, etc.--that seem to trigqerctﬁ

an, \Mm,,! Sty .
f&*mft\_hhsponses and we_ usually squest Eevisions which cggid change uﬁ‘mléég -

irtdi;\we summarile the overall strengths and weak- "fp
nesses of the paper as we see them to indicate why it did or did net‘.
i;succeed,in‘afiecting us in the way it was apparently'intended to, o
~and probably we suggest revisions to make it do so. And fourth,and |
~finally, 1f we teach in most colleges and universities, we put on |
the paper a 1etter grade which is somehow related to the second and

third steps that I have described and to the “grade" ‘the student

1o

Wil receive for the course. - iﬂf%
If we look at these steps more closeiy, we will See that mest\

of them relate to our instructional purpose, some to - our cvaluative’,

purpose, one not very satisfactorily to efther. The first step,‘re-hki}

cording our reactions, certainly is not grading, though it‘may have

some indirect connection with the grade‘that uitimately appears;en

“the Student's paper and on his permanent record Neither is the

second step—-identifying on the paper particuiar eiement that seem

\

sresponsibie for our, react ons and giving suggestions f« change‘ These

. ix

'thcour defense of it), but primarily they serve an instruc ronai function

°*they-transmit to the student writer an audience s react ‘n and, we




‘and evaluative. - It is the first in 1ts disclosure of the effects

of the writing act and in its suggestions for reviSion. It 1s the

second in its assessment of strengths and weaknesses, an assess-

ment which. presumably will somehow relate to the grade we w111 record
| These first three steps, which precede the recording. of a

grade, are--1n both their instructional and cvaluative aspects--'

- legitimate actions by a teacher of composition, for they reflect theA-;V

the world ﬂzzswch, they wilI f1nd that different people w111 respond

response of an audience who is also a teacher. And while one.of
course writes for the purpose of self-discovery, while: one of -course .
discovers what he knows as well as what he doesn't know 1n the act ff@jf¥

of writing, he also writes, eventually at any rate, for an: audionce”

as well, Part of learning to write is 1earning how to achinvc with‘
L iy

a particular audience the response we desire, and one function of the ;““

teacher of composition is to serve as audience.. He may not be ‘the
only one--the students themselves are also appropriate audiences--
but unless they are to write forever only for their peers, and sure]y

this 1s not so, they need the experience of writing for--and hav1ng

: their writing eva]uated by—-audiences who react in a var1ety of ways

Fa~ W
to their prose, audiences who have had noredotgguqence and have more v’

o )
dA@QaVJﬁhnowledge Eh they. For, later as they have occasion to write in

owY ‘-\
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points of view of a variety of audiences., Thus to say. that ' rvLi“?ff*M
_ students write only for the teacher ts not necessartly a condem-‘
| nation.”;f”"_ o E ' S "f o o . 5?‘_
‘;”f;l . Nor is 1t valid to reject our evaluat*ve activities on the' !
5 ground that to Judge the Ppaper is necessar11y to- Judge the student.”
For the author {s not {dentical wtth his art, the writer is rot !
1dent1ca1 with what he has produced, and 1t fis our ob]igation to‘AWT

I

make c1ear to students both the d1st1nct1ons and the 1nterre?at10n-q

ships between the two. At the. same time we night we11 point out J;(ﬁmn~

perfectly. on occasion we nay Judge the student 1nsteadiof hd

writing or we may Jjudge a paper from our own point of view 1nstead

| of maktng the necessary imaginative 1eap into the mtnd of the aud1ence
rfhe student is trying to reach. He may not a11ow him t expttss mg_
potnt oilvtew on the grounds that we are he1p1ng htévc11r1fy his
r:thought or to express it better.: In our written comment we moy al;o

_;‘uduuvsa him by our negattve or quibb11ng tone. But thcse are human

f; failings of human beings whfcn wiII 1nev1tably be with us.j They ar

iynot fatlures of a process that 1s basica11y sound, and if wekperform
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reduce a complex of observations and responsesnto a single symbol
;f» the letter grade, a manifest impossibiiity for a composition course.’
‘.a?iukAnd‘why do we do this? Apparently so that we can ultimately report
to the. registrar's offtce an evaluation that is supposed to serve

. three informationai purposes:--name]y. tell other people In the'

i\university that a student;has completed the course,and indicate ﬁov;;'

i well he has done so; contribute to the overall evaluation of his

R vniversitv work through his point.average and thus dotermine when' 
and whether he graduates; and inform appropriate peoplc outside the

unfversity, such as admissions officers, prospective employers, etc.,a

of what he has formally studied and of how satisfactorily h%ﬁstudied
it. - - oo el BRI

But for only part of these purposes--and the most: inSignificant
parti, I might add--is the letter grade adequate: 4t does report :
tnat in the opinion of the instructor the student has comp]eted the'::n

. course or has faiied to do so. And {t provides a symbo]l for use in[il3&¢

‘;d,determining his point average. Beyond that,.it tells the rocipientsjfp;7f
1 of that report aimost nothing about his ‘writing performance. Oh, "
TS Purports to: A equals “superior work"; "y " very 900d Work"' k:
'rh“c" "average work" 'etc.k But what doeS<it mean~to say the student
‘did "8“

Does it mean

_work or “very good work?" ;that hekwrote,weli




ginﬂassignments orfginated or chosen by the studeht or the instruotor?jV\";
Were they of a particular kind--expository,,narrative? Uid such

tx\»n
- things as attendance, meeting deadlines,-etc. affect the ﬂg

'\"very good work"? .In all honesty, we have to answer that. one can t

c"

ij>te11 from a letter grade. And as teachers of. composition we also have~

:"jf to say, in al honesty. that the answers would in fact vary from one :
‘,section to another in the same department. Thus the letter grado”"B“'fa
says only that 1n the instructor s opinfon a student in a composition ai'
course was very good at something\in relation to somebody br‘something'oy
Or[some fdea. This 1s all that it tells people within the institué
‘tion unless they have heard through the grapevine somothinq aboft?the
'einstructor or his course or his criteria for evaluation.f’ﬂnd it‘m“‘
positively mislead people outside the 1nst1tution, because thef may“
R assume it rea11y says, "Yes.ethe student writes we11,-andAwhatever'Qa
and wherever you ask him to write he will write well. Only,Wetareﬂf M
"aware Just how false this assumption can be. | s

Ehe“fourth ‘step, in short, tells the student noth1ng he needs el

'ihato know--in fact, v1rtually nothing he did not a1ready kncr from our |
‘f_ comments on his papers, It tel1s persons outside ‘the ugi; igﬂlnothul
‘hl_ing they need to know but perhaps makes them think 1t dors And 1t
ro;obvious1y tells,people within the MKQViré¥ nothing ver1 th: aningfu1
;lt adequately serveseonly,the registrar.; he gets 1n simple form’ i




"1n summary form an asse

»means must be found--one that provides 1nformation that letter grades

| VfﬁﬁAcannot. | ,
v wm;&q'n\b\u ‘ ' g
Qur analysis of the .evaluative procer tells us what such a (@¢~ﬂg§

*”;ﬁ means might be: a written statement to be 1ncluded on the student S
.roffictal record. 1t might 1nclud3\the fol}owing. the aims of thq'

course, the types of writing assignments given, the opportunities . "_;f
‘;f'f H for revisfon, a statement as to the strengfhs, weaknesses, and im-
‘ provement 1n the student's writing, and--if a grade must also be

. i
-

reported--the major bases for arriving at the final evaluatfonh£1m~ ’

| provement, comparison with other students in the class, comparison

)y L
with a set of criteria, attendance. etc) With practice. ,lfng{n»'"

ni % e
formation could .be given in 10 typed lines maximum., ih. aver its‘«-

shortcomings, about which 1 w111 say something in. aminy e, at least
with this method we would not be attempting the imposéib: --reducing

~ the complex act of evaluation to a meaningless symbol. ¥ would be o

'!preserving'the integrity of the instructional-evaluative process ‘
*1;~through all -its steps,and also achieving an accuracy and .NFormative~f3> 
H  ness of reporting that the Iettenwgrade system does not all1w.~ ; = .
| To ‘those who object to having any record of a stuu 's per- -

V;QQfOrmance in a course beyond a mere. notation that he complefed 1t,ﬁ~”

this,plah wou!d obviously be unsatisfactory.’ Forvthose who object
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advantages as a replacement for the ‘letter grade system should

be apparent by now. But as an a4junct to any existing system-~

r>}if all- letter grade or a combination of letter grade and pass/no credit

or pass/no record--1t would also be an improvement because of the-
additfona] information it supplies. In a pass/no credit or pass/
"ho record composition course, for example, it would provide a means‘
for acknowiedging the achievement of students who do better than

\passing work and would thus respond to their‘frequent compiaints
n

about lack of encouragement and recognition ~The letter grade system afr}
could explain and supplement the unqualified C's and B's that we d@fﬁj

a}~£ea§t:ﬂuuid-he*e—wanted to record as C+'s or B-'s or C*#'s’aiﬁr'iﬁﬂ
];1 Fhe Ormpnt cridd- '
brrkEEsbe=-1In efther system, if desired,,@ mandatory attachment
to the student's transcript, but with the provision that 1 be re—iﬁﬁf
*"U\‘\k‘(‘ "

leased outside the ﬂaiﬁansity?on1y with the approval of, or at the -

ph- g

request of, the student himself,

To a;registrar's office, this proposal for a writter commentary';rf
would undoubtedly seem ievolutionary and of course 1mpos§rble. Andr
without question in this computerized age it would add on¢ more op-
eration to the special handling category., But it has beewn myaox-
perience that registrar's offices can, without undue extra work and';

_money, f1nd ways to carry out record keeping mandated L3 fad”hltyie

==:‘for sound educational reasons.; Our registrar s office, for example;j
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§ Some compositlon teachers, too, wlll doubtless obJect, 'h‘ul“ﬁn-é
‘ 1n1t1ally at least, to what they see as extra work at a hect{c tlme '13£
- of the term.a But I submit that as a replacement for the letter grade .
"'system thls plan would involve ho, addltional work and would ln fact.
x‘remove much of the agony assoc1ated w1th the process of arrlvlng at

ﬂ‘vflnal grades. because instructors would no longer be trying to do the;
imposslble--namely, reducing complex evaluations to a simple symbol,
making distinctions between a C+ and a B- because the differonce 1s
‘signlfltant on the student's point average although rulatively 1n-

~slgn1f1cant in assessing his wrlting. Moveover, 1n order to arrlve wi

‘hgrade.Asurely we must do much of, the work noeded to urito o hrlefr 'ﬁdmml

assessment of the student's performance. Indecd ﬁ?”“{ﬁﬁé& we haVe,

already made the kindsof observations and assessmentson each plece of

‘the student's writing that would be the basls for this final summary

-comment, that in fact the only additional tlme would be that required
for expresslng our concluslons in a short space.

The importance of a fair, 1nformat1ve evaluation and the ad-

'"~svantages of the commentary method of reportlng subh an evaluatlon




