
Suggestions for  
Effective Testing and Grading 

 
(Notes based on workshop given by Dr. Elena Berman, Univ of Arizona) 

 
 
1.  State your grading policy in writing at the beginning of the semester and don’t 
change it without thoroughly explaining the rationale for the changes. 
 
2.  Write grading criteria such that others would reach the same judgment. 
 
3, Get student feedback about your grading system. 
 
4.  Make sure you are evaluating what you want students to learn.  (There is 
considerable research showing that students learn what they are tested on.) 
 
5.  Base course grades on as large a number of elements as possible to maximize 
fairness and accuracy 
 
6.  Grades should reflect the goals of the course 
 
7.  The current trend is toward “mastery- or criterion-based” grading (Absolute 
Grading) 
 
8. Design an assessment  system that accommodates both Learning Oriented (LO) 
and Grading Oriented (GO) Behaviors: 
 

 
LOGO:  Learning • Oriented • Grade • Oriented 

 
Take the “LOGO SURVEY”(see next page) --  to compare your attitudes toward grading with your 
grading behaviors 
 

SOURCE:  Making Sense of College Grades  by Ohmer Milton, Howeard Pollo & James  Eison:  Jossey-
Bass Inc Pub. (March 1986) 
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Grading Written Assignments 
Source: Political Science/JSIS/LSJ Writing Center  Tools for TAs and Instructors 

http://depts.washington.edu/pswrite/grading.html 
 

The stack of papers on your desk seems bottomless, and mid-way through the paper you are reading, you 
cannot remember what the student is arguing. Now you have to go back and re-read the paper. On top of 
this, you are not even sure what constitutes a good and bad paper anymore.  
 
We have all been overwhelmed by the grading process. Though many of the tips below may appear to be 
time-consuming, they can in fact lead to a reduction in grading time and more importantly, a more 
productive, fruitful use of that time.  
 
Invest Your Time Earlier in the Process 

• Clearly explain the criteria you will use when evaluating student papers. Writing out your criteria 
insures consistency and provides a useful point of discussion in student conferences.  

• If possible, provide a model to students, by photocopying an A paper from a previous assignment, 
for example. Explain why the paper is successful.  

• Discuss the assignment: go over it sentence by sentence; clarify important terms; reword; 
illustrate with examples or ask students to do this.  

• Include informal writing about the assignment before the final paper is due (see "In-class Writing 
Activities" for suggestions).  

• Conference with students: If time, see each student individually to help them develop and revise 
their paper. Make your key contribution here; put a grade and only minimal comments on the 
final paper.  

• Use peer review (see "Using Peer Review")  

Working Through the Pile  

• Review criteria before grading : Know exactly what you expect of an A paper, and how you will 
differentiate among A, B, C, D, and F papers (see below for suggestions).  

• Locate range finders: Set aside one or two representative As, Bs, Cs, Ds which can act as 
touchstones if you lose focus.  

• Read through the writing once without commenting: Respond-as-you-go is a tough habit to break, 
but it can interrupt the flow of your reading, creating frustration and comprehension problems.  

• Separate problem papers: Agonizing over problem papers may disrupt your reading; set them 
aside and go back to them.  

• Take breaks : Don't read an entire batch of papers in one sitting.  

Holistic Grading  
Holistic grading involves looking at the paper as an entire document instead of distinguishing content 
from form. It might help to write out a description of what constitutes an A, B, and C paper. The 
following paragraphs are illustrative:  

• A. This paper is insightful. It addresses the assignment in a way that indicates your 
comprehension of and control over the assignment itself as well as an understanding of the 
underlying issues. The message is communicated clearly, concisely, and directly. There is a 
confidence in this writing.  

• B. The paper meets, and at times, exceeds the basic requirements of the assignment. The paper 
indicates that you are beginning, at times, to think through and deal with major ideas in the 
assignment. The message is communicated with generally effective clarity, directness, and 
conciseness.  

http://depts.washington.edu/pswrite/grading.html


• C. While the paper offers little insight into the greater issues of the assignment, it meets the basic 
requirements. The message, for the most part, is reasonably clear, concise, and direct, although 
there are some problems with your writing.  

 
Grading With Checklists  
Evaluation sheets or checklists permit:  

• Students to edit their papers using the checklist guidelines  
• Teachers to grade efficiently and consistently  

However, some graders find segmenting the paper into specific items counter to their holistic 
understanding of writing. Others dislike using points that may add up to more or less than the grade the 
paper seems to merit.  

Sample Checklist 
 

Content  
The paper...  

Addresses the topic or question  
Accurately presents assigned authors' viewpoints  
Provides sufficient textual evidence to support the 

argument  
 
Structure  
The introduction...  

Is present in the paper  
Includes a clearly stated thesis  
Indicates how the paper is organized  

The body...  
Contains a complete discussion and support  

Each paragraph...  
Includes a topic sentence  
Develops one main idea  
Has a transition sentence linking it to the next 

paragraph  
The conclusion...  

Recaps the thesis statement and the essay's main 
points  

Presents a closing statement of the writer's position  

Organization and Development  
The entire composition  

Is logically organized  
Has a solid argument with supporting 

evidence  
Main points  

Are relevant to the thesis statement  
Are discussed without too much repetition 

 
Style  

Is concise and precise  
Is free of misspellings  
Is free of grammatical mistakes  
Lacks incomplete sentences  
Uses correct punctuation  
Includes subject/verb agreement  
Uses pronouns correctly  
Is free of jargon and cliches  
Cites references correctly  

 
 

 







Example of a “Holistic Grading” Chart (used in Hirschboeck’s NATS 101 Class): 
 

  Excellent  Satisfactory  Needs improvement  

Worksheet 
(10  pts possible) 

9-10 pts  worksheet adequately 
filled in & used in the report 

6-8 pts  worksheet partially filled in 
& used in the report 

0-5 pts worksheet absent (0 pts) or 
only minimally filled in 

Content  

(25 pts possible) 

  

22-25 pts based on how well the 
report: 

Addresses I through IV above 
completely, clearly, thoroughly, 
accurately, & articulately. 
 
Demonstrates a high level of 
independent critical thinking 
about the assignment beyond the 
classroom; effectively ties 
together  the observations, 
hypotheses, class discussion, and 
conclusions into a well-
constructed synthesis of the entire 
activity. 

11-21 pts based on how well the 
report:  

 Addresses I  through IV above 
completely, clearly, thoroughly, and 
accurately  

 Demonstrates some independent 
thinking and synthesis; does not just 
"parrot" phrases from the in-class 
discussion, but shows evidence of 
thinking and making connections 
beyond the classroom about the 
material in the assignment.  

1-10 pts based on how well the 
report:  

 Addresses I through IV, but not 
completely, clearly, thoroughly or 
accurately on every point.  

 Demonstrates some follow-up 
thinking about the assignment but 
mostly repeats what was said in the 
class discussion and doesn't go 
beyond this by thinking on one's 
own.  

Expression and 
format  

(5 pts possible) 

  

4-5 pts based on whether:  

Headings (noted above) start 
each section 
 
Paper has effective sentence and 
paragraph structure.  
 
Content is well-organized and 
argument flows well from the 
organization and format of 
essay.  

Writing is concise; effective 
introduction and conclusion to 
the essay is provided.  

2-3.5  pts based on whether:  

Headings (noted above) start 
each section 
 
 Most sentences are concise and 
show good word choice and 
arrangement. Paragraphs are well-
organized.  

Content is sufficiently organized 
and argument is easily 
understandable from the 
organization and format of essay.  

Adequate introduction and 
conclusion is provided.  

0-1.5 pts based on whether:  

Headings (noted above) are not 
used 
 
Paper is excessively wordy with 
many poorly structured sentences 
and poorly organized paragraphs.  

Content is poorly organized and 
argument doesn't hold together in 
the essay's format and organization 

Introduction and conclusion are 
absent or ineffective.  

Mechanics  

(5 pts possible) 

  

4-5  pts based on:  

No major spelling, punctuation, 
or grammatical errors. (This 
includes typos, so be sure to 
spell-check and then to edit.)  

2 - 3.5  pts based on:  

A few spelling, punctuation, or 
grammar errors, but  none that 

detract from the essay's 
effectiveness & meaning.  

0 - 1.5  pts based on:  

Many spelling, punctuation or 
grammar errors that detract 

significantly from the essay's 
effectiveness & meaning.  

Referencing 

(2 pts possible) 

2 pts based on: 

Sources used are referenced 
properly (see I-2 referencing 
guidelines) 

1-1.5 pt based on: 

Sources used are referenced, but 
not in proper format  or some 
items inadequately  referenced 

0 -.5 pts based on: 

Sources used are not referenced or 
are poorly referenced 

 



Holistic Grading Criteria for Problem Sets and Journals
This scoring system is a focused holistic scoring or level system (Charles, 1985). The method
focuses on the total solution, and evaluates the performance of well-defined criteria.  Criteria
are established for scoring points from 0 to 4.  When scoring a paper, check first to see
whether it meets any of the criteria for 4 points, or a level 4.  If not, then check criteria for 3
points, 2 points, etc.
4 points or Level 4- Excellent
These papers have ANY of the following characteristics:
• The student fully understood all of the information in the problem and showed all work to

find the solution.
• The student selected and appropriate solution strategy or strategies and showed all work.

• The student may have made an error in carrying out the solution strategy, HOWEVER,
these errors do not reflect misunderstanding of either the problem or a lack of knowledge
of how to implement the strategy, but rather they might only include a copying error or a
computational error.

• The student implemented different solution strategies to solve the problem in more than one
way, integrating topics and applying knowledge.

3 points or Level 3- Good
These papers have ANY of the following characteristics:
• The student implemented a solution strategy that could have led to the correct solution, but

the student misunderstood part of the problem or ignored a condition of the problem.
• Appropriate solution strategies were properly applied, but

(a) the student incorrectly answered the problem for no apparent reason,
(b) the correct numerical part of the answer was given and the answer was not labeled

correctly,
(c) no answer is given.

• The correct answer is given, and there is some evidence that appropriate solution strategies
were selected.  However, the implementation of the strategies is not clear.

2 points or Level 2- Poor
These papers have ANY of the following characteristics:
• The student used an inappropriate strategy to get an answer.
• An appropriate strategy was used, but

(a) it was not carried out far enough to help the student find the solution (e.g. the first
two entries in an organized list), or
(b) it was implemented incorrectly and led to no answer or an incorrect answer.

• The paper successfully reached a subgoal.
• The paper has the correct answer, but (a) the solution attempt is not systematic, or

(b) no work is shown.
1 point or Level 1- Unacceptable
These papers have ANY of the following characteristics:
• There is a start to finding the solution (beyond copying the problem) that reflects some

understanding of the problem, but inappropriate method was used.
• Inappropriate strategy started, but is not carried out.  It appears the student tried one

approach that did not work and “gave up”.
• The student tried to reach a subgoal but never did.
• The paper has a correct answer, with no work shown.
O points or Level 0- Not scoreable
These papers have ANY of the following characteristics:
• The paper is blank.
• The data in the problem is simply recopied, but nothing is done with the data, or something

is done with the data, but there appears to be no understanding of the problem.
• The paper has an incorrect answer with no work shown.








