Grading Criteria for Your Essays
1.  Grading is Holistic

There is no precise mathematical formula for grading the kinds of assignments required in this class.  What makes writing good is not just how it matches up to a static checklist of qualities (however important those items may be), but the kinetic ways in which various aspects of an essay work together.  We will work on these important aspects of essay writing throughout the semester, and each assignment prompt will indicate which aspects of essay writing are most important for each essay.  It is also important that you learn to take calculated risks in your writing: within the general range of difficulty set by each assignment, you can fine tune the difficulty of the challenge you’re willing to take on. 

2.  Grading is Contextual
The grading in this class is contextual: it takes into consideration the goals and requirements of each assignment and of this particular course, so good essays will grow out of your diligent participation in the process of reading, class discussion, pre-drafts and exercises, workshops, drafts, and revisions.  Other important factors include improvement over previous drafts of a particular essay and your demonstrated responsiveness to the comments you receive from me and from your peers.

Like all formal education, this course evaluates the work you have done within a certain academic structure and under certain rules and time constraints – not what you might have done in a perfect world.  So your grades are a reflection of the quality of the work you submit under the conditions of this course, not of related matters that cannot be observed and measured in this course or factored into it -- e.g., your effort, the time you spent on an essay, your undemonstrated potential, your good intentions, your wish to please your parents, your need to maintain a certain GPA for any reason, your desire to graduate by a certain date, your goal of getting into graduate school or landing a particular job, your hope of making Dean’s List, your fear of academic probation, your need to secure funding, or your achievement in high school and other classes.  (Although writing a good essay certainly requires your time and effort, it is the paper itself that gets graded.  So, what counts is not just the amount of time you spend, but how wisely you spend it; it’s not just how much effort you feel you put forth, but what you end up having to show for that effort.)  

Since the essay assignments generally grow in complexity and length, and since each student will find differing levels of comfort or interest in each essay, grades do not automatically rise with each essay.  Your final course grade is calculated according to the percentages for each individual assignment and is not a portfolio grade.  

3 .  Descriptions for paper grades
•  A-range grades 

Assigned for work that is clearly superior and demonstrates extraordinary achievement.  Such an essay will make precise and original distinctions between its ideas and between its terms; use words with care and creativity; offer striking and apt examples or evidence; move carefully and eloquently between specifics and generalities; demonstrate depth of reading/observation and the ability to make connections and draw inferences that are remarkably insightful; take the reader on a journey in which all the stages are well connected, but sometimes in surprising ways; and successfully take risks that show initiative and growing independence.  An A essay usually has very few or no mechanical errors and is highly professional in its presentation; it addresses a general, anonymous audience in a confident but not arrogant tone; it generally includes all the good qualities listed below. It is ambitious and delivers on its ambition.  Such an essay is generally excellent in all aspects.

•  B-range grades 

Assigned for very good, certainly above-average work – writing that is praiseworthy for its detailed attention to the work we've been pursuing in class.  Such an essay often demonstrates that the writer has taken some risks and is attempting to work in a new way; it is often well focused and thoughtful, with a coherent main idea and some of the qualities listed above; yet it still needs some fine-tuning in terms of the development of ideas and inferences, the deployment of examples, or the use of specifics.  It sometimes needs to pay closer attention to the way language (word choice, for instance), mechanics (e.g., punctuation), and different kinds of organization shape meaning.  Such an essay is usually excellent in one or two major aspects and often needs more work in a few other respects.  It is not necessarily lacking, though, and may have almost all the elements of an A essay – but without the same level of eloquence, ease, persuasiveness, clarity, incisiveness, focus, or striking originality.  

•  C-range grades 

Assigned for solid, average work – writing that is good in some aspects and acceptable in other ways, demonstrating that the writer is attending to the work we conduct in class and to the demands of the course.  Such an essay is often largely clear in its organization but holds few surprises for the reader; its ideas are sound but are often not fully explored; it contains some interesting possibilities, but not all of these have been developed by the writer; the language is good but sometimes lacks precision, vitality, and attention to finer shades of meaning; the essay does a fairly good job of addressing the immediate audience of this class, but often needs to speak to a wider, anonymous audience; it sometimes relies upon generalizations, rather than a defensible set of ideas with specific examples.  Such an essay is usually good in one or two aspects and needs work in several other respects.  

•  D-range grades
Assigned for work that either does not demonstrate sustained engagement with the work we've been doing in class or is incomplete.  Such an essay often has clichés both in its language and in its ideas; it appears hasty in its conception and often (but not always) is burdened by numerous mechanical errors; its organization is either lacking or confusing; its ideas usually lack a coherent focus or are sometimes ideas that are not worth pursuing because they have not been demonstrated to be sufficiently interesting to a general academic audience.  Such an essay needs substantial work in most aspects. 

•  F grades 

Assigned for work that in no way fulfills the requirements of the assignment because it is undone, seriously incomplete, and/or unresponsive to the work we've been conducting in class; it demonstrates very little if any thoughtful organization; its content is often (but not always) overshadowed by mechanical errors; it is often unprofessional in its presentation and in its regard for its readers; it usually has none of the fine qualities listed above and several of the weak qualities of a “D” paper. 

