Freshman Seminar Roundtable on Grading Papers (Feb 3, 2011)

Below are the notes from the roundtable discussion of grading papers in freshman seminars on Feb. 3, 2011. To start the discussion, Writing Program faculty members Jeanne Herrick, Ellen Wright, and Charles Yarnoff spoke briefly about the use of grading rubrics, the role of drafts and revisions in grading, methods of offering comments and suggestions, and ways to use time efficiently.  That was followed by a lively discussion among the freshman seminar instructors.

INTRODUCTORY COMMENTS

Jeanne Herrick 

· A big take-away: using a rubric helps students understand that grading a paper isn’t simply a subjective process. That’s a myth! Important to distribute the grading standards in advance. They can also be used at the peer review stage. 

· Holds group conferences and grades the feedback (process) 20-25% of final paper grade –Students post papers in advance and fill out feedback sheets. Grading is based on how detailed and helpful the written and oral feedback are.  Fosters sense of audience! 

· A classroom activity before writing a first draft involves having each student write his/her tentative thesis on the board, and then soliciting comments on whether it fulfills the criteria for a strong thesis.

· See handouts later in this document.

Charly Yarnoff
· Students write two drafts of each essay.  The first draft is ungraded and is discussed in an individual conference (15-20 mins. long).

· Before the conference: Students do written peer reviews of the drafts in class, and submit them to me along with the drafts.  I read the papers and peer reviews and jot down notes (that are not that detailed because I will elaborate on them in the conference).

· At the conference: I read my brief overall comment on the paper to the student and then ask what questions/thoughts they have for revising.  We discuss these.  Then I go over my margin comments in order of importance.  I often skip around in the draft, grouping together comments on similar issues (e.g., paragaphs that need evidence).  Then we work on issues of grammar and style.  I ask for final questions, and conclude by offering a brief summary of the main things the student needs to work on in revising.

Ellen Wright 

· Assigns “rewrites” but not “drafts” – i.e., everything is graded.  Believes this procedure results in a better paper in the first submission and thus a much better paper when rewritten. All grades count. Major papers toward end of quarter count a bit more. Says that many people don’t grade “drafts” and that the really important thing is to do what makes sense to you in the context of your course.

· Important for students to be “nasty” in the peer review; tells them this so that they just don’t give compliments to each other on the drafts. Might say, “Be stringent!  You’re responsible if X gets fired from a job in five years.”  

· Will sometimes take a muddled paper and make an outline with the student. Then the student writes the paper and can see what an organized paper looks like, and also is learning the process of coming up with a good outline.  The grade is not as important as the student seeing a good paper and learning the process.

· Since many freshmen haven’t learned how to think abstractly yet (according to research), makes the assignments flexible enough to accommodate those students while still challenging the students who would relish the chance to think inventively.

· Notes that it takes much less time to grade papers if you have conferences.  Just writes short comments on the papers: “unclear – topic sentence?” “awkward”  “two sentences for better emphasis?”  Uses the conference to explain in more detail.

· Cancels a class whenever there’s a set of conferences.
IDEAS FROM PARTICIPANTS IN THE DISCUSSION

General comments on teaching writing in freshman seminars

· See memo from Robert Gordon on methods of teaching writing in freshman seminars at the end of this document.

· Help students see that writing isn’t just about “rules.” “Expert” writers understand the need to write differently for different purposes and in different fields. 

Assignment descriptions

· Build grading explanations into the assignment: Example: if you’re going to grade for good introductions, show students – “Here’s what an intro in this kind of paper would look like. Here’s what evidence would look like.” 

· Devote a class session to questions about and discussion of writing assignment before students begin writing the paper.

· Give very long assignment descriptions b/c students don't know what “write a paper” means

· Consider giving long assignment descriptions and more models in beginning of course; then “take the training wheels off.”

Types of writing assignments

· Instead of teaching about different types of papers, emphasize the writer’s goal. Ask students: are you trying to persuade? Review? Show examples of writing that serves different purposes. Give 2-3 short papers at beginning of course. Later, on longer papers, ask students to explain their goals. A paper may have several purposes – perhaps the student first has to review and later persuade.

· To help students develop more abstract skills, structure assignments to get students to consider multiple perspectives and challenge their own ideas. Have them see how different scholars think. 

Peer editing and reading 

· To give students a sense of audience, have them publish their papers on BlackBoard for the whole class to read.

· For peer reviews, for first exchange have people pass their paper to the person on their right. In subsequent peer reviews, prof. decides on the pairings beforehand.  If one person is really weak, take them out of the rotation; email them to “meet with me” or go to Writing Place.

Structuring students’ work on writing assignments

· Have students email preliminary work for long research papers: thesis and list of 4 sources; then outline and annotated bibliography with 10 sources.  Provide examples of these to students.

· Require the draft to be submitted two days before it’s due; that gives students two days to work on style and mechanics. Tell students that if your final paper is significantly different, you will grade the draft as the paper; that prevents them from waiting until the last minute to write

· Have students submit two versions: the regular paper and a 500 word version (summary) 

Assigning grades

· Use a point system for each paper – first = 5 pts, research = 50 pts. But also count classroom participation.

· Don’t grade drafts. Allow students to write drafts for the first two assignments but make them optional for third paper. 

Research 

· In WQ or SQ seminars, may not need to include a library session and may be able to spend less time on citations and some of the basics (“what is a thesis” or “revise for conciseness”) 

· Teach students how to evaluate credibility of web sources.  Show and discuss websites that are not credible.  Require students to use only sources available on library databases.

Grading Standards

Jeanne Weiland Herrick

Northwestern University

An “A” paper:

· Has a strong thesis (the writer has taken a clear and unequivocal position about an issue or a question that reasonable people could hold opposing views).
· Has a clear purpose that is consistent from beginning to end and very well suited to the assignment. 
· Develops its content with impressive supporting details or evidence, exploring the implications of the ideas presented as well as demonstrating considerable insight into the complexities and subtleties of the issue it undertakes. Information gathered from outside sources is carefully chosen, synthesized, analyzed and evaluated rather than just summarized. This information is also correctly cited.
· Is well-organized to meet the reader’s needs by using a structure that guides readers effortlessly through the paper (i.e. has mastered the rhetorical situation). The introduction establishes the author’s credibility, engages the reader, and identifies the paper’s topic. Paragraphs help the reader move easily through the paper. They are well-developed, coherent, and persuasively linked. The author has made it easy for someone to follow her reasoning. At the end, the conclusion effectively completes or closes the discussion, often leaving the reader with a though-provoking insight, powerful appeal, or answer to a question posed earlier in the essay.
· Has mature sentences that are easy to read, concise, and concrete. An “A” paper may even risk playful or eloquent language, but does so successfully. Sentence structures are varied, and sentence patterns reflect the author’s purpose. Tone, voice, and word choice are varied, appropriate, and suited to the audience and purpose.
· Has few, if any, mechanical errors, and none that undermines the paper’s effectiveness. 
A “B” paper: 

· Has a strong thesis
· Shows an awareness of its purpose and an understanding of the rhetorical situation and readers’ needs

· Has well developed content with focused details or evidence. Its reasoning is valid and persuasive, exploring implications in some depth. Outside sources are carefully chosen, synthesized (not just summarized), and correctly cited.
· Is organized by a clear structure that is easy to follow. Uses an introduction and conclusion that effectively open and close the discussion. Has paragraphs that are, for the most part, well developed, unified, and coherent. 
· Has sentences that are easy to read, concise, and concrete. Sentence structures are varied, and sentence patterns reflect the author’s purpose. Tone, voice, and word choice are varied, appropriate, and suited to the audience and purpose.
· Has few, if any, mechanical errors, and none that undermines the paper’s effectiveness 
A  “C” paper: 

· Has a thesis 
· Shows an adequate though not sophisticated sense of the rhetorical situation. Has a clear purpose focused on a central idea, although the paper may occasionally lose sight of a reader’s needs or trail off temporarily into another direction. Although the topic may be unoriginal, the paper follows the assignment.

· Develops its content adequately, with effective details, examples, or evidence. Demonstrates valid reasoning. May sometimes confuse development with repetition. Outside sources are appropriately chosen and correctly cited but may not be fully synthesized and may indicate that more research should have been done. 

· Has an overall organization that is clear and easy to follow. Introduction and conclusion provide adequate identification and closure. Paragraphs are mechanically but appropriately linked although they may not be in the most persuasive order.

· Has sentences that are generally clear and correct, but may by wordy or vague in spots. Uses language that is correct but ordinary. 

· Is generally free of mechanical errors but may reflect problems in a specific area of grammar and/or usage. 

A “D” paper: 

· Has a weak thesis or no discernible thesis
· Demonstrates a limited sense of the rhetorical situation. Purpose may not be clear, or paper may fail to carry out the promises made in or implied by the introduction. Topic may be uninteresting or inappropriate for the specified reader. May not engage the reader consistently or at all.
· Develops its content inadequately so that readers are left with many unanswered questions or must fill in gaps and make connections themselves. Includes unsupported general assertions. Repeats ideas instead of developing them. Fails to relate outside sources to the topic or to reflect a broad research effort. May depend too much on a single source or on research from a narrow range of popular sources (such as Time or randomly chosen web sites). Sources are incorrectly cited or improperly formatted.
· Has a weak structure or insufficient organization. Introduction and/or conclusion may not be interesting or useful. Paragraphs are insufficiently developed or choppy; often they are simply visual units rather than units of thought that advance the paper’s main line of thinking. Details in paragraphs may be confusing or irrelevant. The paper may go off on tangents. 
· Displays major problems with sentence structure, such as attempts at complex sentences that become fragments or run-ons. 
· Has not been sufficiently edited; includes too many errors in mechanics, usage, and punctuation. Mechanical errors interfere with meaning and make the reading experience burdensome.
An “F” paper may have any of the following flaws:

· Has no discernable thesis 

· Was not turned in on time or does not address the assigned topic. Shows little or no sense of the rhetorical situation. Has no central point.

· Does not develop ideas. Has flawed or confusing reasoning. Makes unsupported opinion statements. Does not draw on outside sources, or draws on outside sources without documenting them.

· Has no—or very weak—overall organization. Paragraphing is missing or difficult to follow.

· Has major problems with sentence structure and word choice. Sentence style obscures content.

· Is riddled with mechanical errors. Fails to document sources. 

A Word about Mechanics

On the one hand, mechanically correct writing is not necessarily good writing. Good writing has something important or interesting to say.  On the other hand, errors in punctuation, grammar, and spelling can destroy your credibility. Readers are alienated when they think that a writer doesn’t care about his work. The moral of this story? PROOFREAD! 

Expository Writing (Jeanne Herrick)

English 105-0

Winter 2011

Essay # 2:  Argumentative Essay to Convince

Purpose:   The purpose of this assignment is to give you an opportunity to learn how to write an argumentative essay to convince.  You will take a position on an issue and try to convince your readers to agree with your position.  You will use evidence, reasoning, and appeals to help you achieve your rhetorical goal.

Topic:  You may choose one of the issues in our textbook, Read, Reason, Write, or you may choose another issue.  If you choose another issue, it should be an issue of importance or significance.  For this first essay, the readings in our textbook may provide you with enough material that you don’t have to do any additional research.  If you do need some additional resources, you may use the Internet but be careful about the sources you choose.  Ask me to be sure, if you have a question.

Thesis:   The thesis for your paper should be a strong thesis. 

That means it should:

· Make a claim (a statement that reasonable people could hold different views about)

Type # 1 – Weak Thesis: A thesis that makes no claim*

Weak:  “This paper will discuss the characteristics of a good corporate manager. “

Strong: “The very trait that makes for an effective corporate manager—the drive to succeed—can also make the leader domineering and therefore ineffective.”

· Make a claim that is not obviously true or restates conventional wisdom.

Type # 2 – Weak Thesis:  A thesis that is obviously true or a statement of fact.

Weak:  “Exercise is good for you.”

Strong: “While exercise is good for our health, most Americans exercise unwisely and injure themselves causing more harm than good.”

· Not just state facts without interpreting them (that would be a report, not the purpose of this essay assignment)

Type # 3 – Weak Thesis:  A thesis based on personal belief for the claim

Weak: “Abortion is morally wrong.”

Strong: “Women who have an abortion suffer long-term emotional trauma.”

· Not offer personal conviction as the basis for the claim without any evidence to support the claim

Type # 4 – Weak Thesis:  A thesis that restates conventional wisdom.

Weak:  “There’s too much violence on television.”

Strong:  “Watching violence on television leads to increased rates in violent crime.

· Not clichés that have been over-discussed and few would dispute.
Type # 5 – Weak Thesis: A 

Weak: “War is bad.”

Strong: “The President’s plan to increase troop level in Iraq will only increase US casualties, not quell the sectarian violence there.”

· Not be overly broad or vague

Incorporating readings and other outside-- sources:

Your outside sources should be chosen and included for obvious and logical reasons.  They should also be integrated into your own prose not as mere support for your own statements but to illuminate the reader’s understanding of your topic in a way that you could not.  Furthermore, synthesize the views of others; don’t just present them in a series of summaries.

You might:

· Quote the source (only do so when the language is so unique it is worth quoting).

· Paraphrase the source (put that author’s meaning in your own words and attribute to that author).
· Summarize what the source says.

Submission Guidelines:  This paper should be 4-5 pages, double-spaced.



Use:

· A 12 point, Times New Roman font

· 1 inch margins

· a cover page which is not included in the page count

· a documentation system appropriate for the discipline of your discussion (e.g. APA for social science or MLA for a humanities approach to your topic)

· Works Cited or References page, also not included in the page count

· An academic, not journalistic or personal, voice

*adapted from Writing Analytically by David Rosenwasser and Jill Stephen.  4th ed.Thomason: Boston, MA. , 2006.

Memo on Teaching Writing in Freshman Seminars from Prof. Robert Gordon

This is my 12th year teaching the seminar "Did Economics Win the Two World Wars?"  The students really do learn both how to write, and they learn an amazing amount about the economics, politics, and military history of the two wars.  My accumulated experience in how to teach writing may be of interest to other seminar instructors, particularly those who are new:

(1)  I am firmly opposed to the double grading system.  This occurs when the instructor rewrites the paper, the student writes a revised version, and then the grade is averaged between the new and old paper.  This is a bad idea, because it leads to students simply copying all the instructor comments as they revise the paper.  As a result, the paper is no longer their own creation but a co-authorship between instructor and student.

(2)  However, I strongly believe in peer review, both because it forces the student to do two drafts, it avoids last minute midnight creation of graded versions, it creates sociability among the students.  My system is, with a MW seminar class, the students are assigned partners (different partners for each of the first three papers), they are required to e-mail their papers as attachments to their partners by dinner time on Sunday night.  They bring printouts of their own and partner papers with them to Monday's class after marking up the partner paper before class.  The last 15-20 minutes of the Monday class are set aside for the peer review discussions, which are a cacophony of noise and fascinating bits of advice from one student to another.  Then they have until Wednesday's class to revise their paper, and they are encouraged to go to the Writing place for help, if they think they need it, on Tuesday (making appointments in advance).

I took a poll of my 15 students, and only 3 had experienced peer review in their fall quarter seminars.  Only one had encountered double grading.  Most had experienced compulsory office hours. 

(3)  About grading.  I make it clear that the seminar is not, like a lecture class, graded on the curve.  They are not competing with each other but with an absolute standard.  The current (winter 2011) group is particularly good, and to be consistent with the absolute standard of previous years, I wound up giving three A+ grades on the first graded paper. 

(4)  The most important contribution I make to their writing, in addition to detailed rewrites of words, sentences, paragraphs (when necessary, which in this group is only for 5 out of 15 students), is my "lessons learned" memo.  In my seminar students learn not just from my comments on their own paper.  They learn from my memo about ALL the papers.  Thus problems encountered in one student's paper can be conveyed (anonymously of course) to the other students, and this then becomes the point of departure for their second paper.  I write "Lessons Learned" memoes for the first three graded (short, 1200-1500 word, papers).

I am attaching my memo written two days ago summarizing my reactions to their first paper on the causes of World War I.  I'm also enclosing the assignment sheet for that paper.  It would be great if you could staple together the assignment sheet and the "lessons learned" memo and distribute it at the meeting next Thursday.  I'd love to hear back from you as to whether anybody else goes beyond student-by-student feedback to provide the entire class with general feedback so they can learn from each other's strengths and weaknesses.

If anyone is surprised that at least half of the 15 students exhibited strong writing skills on the first graded paper, he or she should go through my "Writing Tips" document which is on Blackboard and distributed in hard copy in the first class.  The students appear to learn from this before turning in their first paper.  Among the 15 papers turned in on Monday 1/24/11, there was hardly a "ly" or "ing" word to be found anywhere.  Since I teach them to use MS Word "find" feature to locate "ly" "ing" "it" "they" "them", only two papers suffered from singular-plural disagreements.

Finally, I require a compulsory office hour visit after the first graded paper is returned.  For the below-average writers, we talk through how to make their graded draft better.  They bring two copies of my marked-up version.  We both sit there and scribble alternative sentences, phrases, and organizational structures.  For the students whose papers are very good or excellent, the office hours provide a chance to learn about them, their aims and ambitions, and to provide advice outside the framework of the seminar. 

To facilitate the organization of compulsory office hours, I make up an Excel template in advance and distribute it in class, allowing them to sign up for a range of times and dates over the week after they receive back the graded and marked up version of their first paper. 

Best, Bob Gordon
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