
Effective Writing Assessment
And Not Drowning Under the Paper Load 

(English teachers need a life, too!)



To be effective, teacher feedback 
should be:

Timely (A two weeks’ lag between a paper 
being turned in and the teacher’s evaluation just 
doesn’t cut it!)


Include feedback for preliminary drafts as 
well as the final draft for a grade. 

Specific (Should include feedback on both what 
is wrong with the paper and how it could be 
improved.)


Not limited to the weaker students (Scanning 
the strong students’ papers and marking 
excellent is not exactly helpful.)  



To improve writing skills, students:
Need to practice writing. 
(Writing is a complex skill 
like learning to play an 
instrument or mastering a 
sport, and these skills are 
only developed through 
repeated practice guided 
by focused feedback from 
an instructor.)


Need to experience 
writing in a variety of 
styles and forms for 
different purposes and 
audiences.  



Accomplish all of these writing 
goals when you teach six classes 
with multiple preps and 100 plus 
students, and you are . . . .

And don’t forget to do a good 
job for all of your other duties 
like sponsorships and 
supervision! 



We all want to be Superteachers, 
but many days this picture more 
accurately reflects how we feel: 



Every English Teacher’s Dilemma 
I want to give better feedback and assessment 
for my students’ writing, but I want to spend 
less time doing it!



Methods to Deal with the Paper Load 
Without Turning into a Zombie



Assign fewer writing assignments with multiple 
drafts and use class time for students to write 
and the teacher to give feedback.


Advantages: 

Giving fewer writing assignments enables 
more teacher feedback.

Students become more engaged in the writing 
process.

Life is much easier for the teacher because 
both class prep time and grading time is 
reduced. 



Disadvantages: 


Students do not experience the variety of 
writing experiences they may face in college 
and/or work.

This method takes large blocks of class time, 
limiting the curriculum that can be covered in 
a year.

The teacher can only help a limited number of 
students during class time, and the ones not 
being helped get bored and don’t use the time 
given wisely.



Focus on content and do very little editing for 
grammar, usage, and punctuation errors.

Advantages: 

Both students and teachers are less frustrated.

Allows for more feedback on content.

Reduces grading time.



Disadvantages:  

The biggest complaint of both college 
teachers and employers is that high school 
graduates cannot express themselves clearly 
and write coherent, grammatically correct 
sentences. 


Standardized tests and English placement 
tests all require editing skills.


Giving in to Twitter and giving up on grammar 
will only accelerate the continued decline in 
writing skills.



Increased use of peer editing and self evaluation 
as part of the writing process.


Advantages:  

Teaches students the 
importance of writing  
more than one draft.


Helps eliminate  
potential problems  
before the teacher  
has to grade the  
paper, thus hopefully  
reducing grading time.   



Disadvantages:  

For some students this  
method works really  
well, especially for  
preliminary drafts,  
but for many weaker  
students the resulting  
feedback is weak and  
not all that helpful.


Students are often reluctant to criticize peers.


May not reduce grading time or improve the quality 
of the final draft.     



Assigning group essays.

Advantages: 

Teaches collaboration.


Can reduce the number of papers to grade by half 
or more.


Disadvantage:  

As is the case in all group projects, the stronger 
student(s) tend to take over, and the essay does 
not end up really being collaborative.



Use computerized grading. Several companies 
offer writing programs that utilize artificial 
intelligence to assess writing assignments.


Disadvantages:  

These programs are expensive.


The NCTE has a whole position paper, 
complete with 9 bullet points, stating that 
computers cannot effectively evaluate student 
writing.


Luckily, humans are still needed to evaluate 
writing because then our jobs are still secure!



Use of audio feedback.


Advantages: 

For those who are comfortable with this 
method, speaking into a microphone is less 
time consuming than entering comments by 
hand or by keyboard.


Moodle, and I assume other classroom 
management programs, have this feature 
available. 



Disadvantages: 

Other than generalized suggestions related 
to content and organization, it is not really 
effective for specific writing feedback.


Although excellent for feedback during the 
writing process, it does not work well for a 
final evaluation; consequently, it ends up 
adding to the total teacher time evaluating a 
paper.



Use of writing rubrics.

Advantage: 

Rubrics are an integral part of any writing 
assessment because it is impossible to 
customize every aspect of the grading 
process.


Disadvantage:


Often students ignore checked  
boxes on a rubric.



Have all teachers assign and assess writing 
across the curriculum.

Advantage 

The best way to improve writing skills 
throughout the school.


Disadvantages 
Not all of the teachers have the tools for 
effective writing assessment.

That’s why the other teachers chose not to be 
English teachers—they don’t want to take the 
extra grading time required. 



The Ultimate Question?
After all the time and 
trouble we as 
teachers spend 
evaluating writing, 
are the students 
paying close 
attention to our 
corrections and 
comments and are 
they learning from 
them?



So what’s the solution?



Sorry to Disappoint You!
Superman does not 
exist, except in movies 
and books!


Super English 
Teachers do not exist, 
except for the ones 
who quit teaching and 
are now making tons of 
money giving seminars 
to make the rest of us 
guilty for not achieving 
perfection.  



The Truth about Writing Assessment
As a good teacher:


You will spend more time assessing your 
students’ writing than you would like.

You will feel guilty about not assigning even 
more writing experiences and providing more 
feedback for what you do assign.

You will need to use a variety of techniques to 
maximize the efficiency of your writing 
assessment, perhaps most of the ones covered.

You do deserve a life, so be satisfied with your 
best and get rid of the guilt.   



Electronic Grading
By Using a Text Expander Program



Available Programs
TextExpander: The Cadillac version with the most 
features, including the ability to access it from any 
device anywhere since it is Cloud based.


Disadvantage: The one big problem is that it is 
now subscription based with a yearly fee. ($40) 

aText: At only $5, this program is a real bargain. It 
has all the features you would want and is easy to 
use.


Disadvantage: This is the first program I used, 
and I really liked it until it crashed on me a 
couple times and wouldn’t work on my new Mac 
operating system without a complicated fix.    



Typinator: This is the program I currently use. It is 
fast, simple to use, and reasonably priced. Also, it 
is easy to export “abbreviation sets” to another 
computer, an important task I was unable to do on 
aText.


Cost:  A single user license which can be used 
on two of your computers is 25 euros, and a 
family pack, which can be used on five 
computers, is 38 euros. 

Others: There are a few other options which I am 
not familiar with. A review of all of the options can 
be found at this link: http://www.macworld.com/
article/3055438

http://www.macworld.com/article/3055438


You create keyboard shortcuts representing 
individual editing and content comments, 
organize them into sets (folders), then insert 
these comments into the essay you are grading.

How Text Expanders Work



Create a new set (folder) by clicking the plus sign 
on the bottom left.


Name the set.


Create a new shortcut command by clicking the 
plus sign on the bottom right.


Enter the abbreviation.


Insert the text you want entered in a paper 
whenever you type the abbreviation. (The text can 
be any length.)

Creating Shortcut Commands in Typinator





I can still see the green fence, open wide and 
welcoming, the brown chicken coop to the left, my 
brother’s indigo truck to the right. Our lives safely in 
Daddy’s hands (comma) we keep chugging along in our 
brand new blueberry Toyota. Approaching our 
destination, we slow down at the sight of a young 
Siamese cat, resting carelessly smack-dab in the center 
of our driveway. We come to a stop, honk, and proceed. 
The cat waddles up and makes its way towards the 
carport. Where it carefully nibbles on leftover kitty food. 
(Sentence fragment, connect to previous sentence.) 
As we continue, I see the rusty red swing-set, two dinky 
swings suspended by chains, built just for my sister, 
Sarah and I (Incorrect pronoun case) to spend our 
childish years playing on. (*Excellent use of sentence 
variety. The rhythm throughout the paragraph flows 
smoothly!) (*Excellent word choice! Good use of 
specific descriptive details that create concrete 
images in the mind of the reader.) 

c1

sf3

ipc1

sv1

ewcd1



Gives students more feedback with less grading 
time.


Gives you as teachers the ability to customize 
the assessment comments to what you want to 
communicate to your students.  


Allows you to include web links when marking 
errors or giving suggestions


(subject verb agreement, http://www.grammarbook.com/
grammar/subjectVerbAgree.asp).

Benefits of assessing electronically 
with a text expander:

 

sva2



Easy to check student corrections. (If you instruct 
students to leave your comments, you can easily 
see if they made the corrections you marked.)



You can color code comments according to the 
different categories of the rubrics you use. I use a 
six-point scale with the standard six writing 
attributes: 


(Content, Organization, Sentence fluency, 
Word choice, Voice, and Conventions) 

(Paragraph ideas do not have adequate 
support or development. You need specific 
facts, examples, and/or quotes.)


(Need a clearer transition between paragraphs 
so the ideas are logically connected.)

psd1

tr1



(Need greater variety in sentence structure. 
Try changing sentence openings and the 
length and structure of your sentences so the 
rhythm is not choppy.)


(*Excellent use of figurative language!)


(Awkward viewpoint shift, illogical use of 
“you.”)


(Sentence fragment, connect to previous 
sentence.)

sv1

efl1

avs2

sf3







Changing a 6-pt. Rubric Grade to a 
Percentage Grade

Weight each of 
the six attributes 
so that the total 
adds up to “10.”


Eliminate any 
attributes you 
wish, as long as 
the total is 10.


 Give a grade 
according to the 
scale.



Allows you to customize rubric statements on an 
individual paper if you choose.


(Content 4X4—Satisfactory, meets standards) The essay analyzes 20-35 
sequential lines from Hamlet to determine the impact of specific word 
choices on meaning and tone, including words with multiple meanings or 
language that is particularly fresh, engaging, or beautiful. The analysis 
includes a summary of the meaning of the text, the identification of all uses 
of figurative language (minimum of 5 examples), including an evaluation of 
why the figure of speech is effective in creating mood or defining a 
character, a discussion of how Shakespeare uses the connotative meaning 
of words to create tone, and an analysis of how the passage contributes to 
the understanding and appreciation of the play in one or more of the 
following categories: development of a character or characters, support of 
one of the major themes of the play, enhancement of the plot by increasing 
suspense or establishing conflict.  The writing is clear, focused and 
interesting. The paper approaches the text analytically, supports a 
coherent thesis with good evidence from the text and explains how the 
evidence illustrates and reinforces its thesis. While its approach is 
analytical, the analysis is less precise than a 6 essay, and its use of 
supporting text and examples from the text is good but not strong.



You can link the rubric to common core 
standards when applicable.


(Content 4X4—Satisfactory, meets standards) The essay analyzes 
20-35 sequential lines from Hamlet to determine the impact of 
specific word choices on meaning and tone, including words with 
multiple meanings or language that is particularly fresh, engaging, or 
beautiful The analysis includes a summary of the meaning of the text, 
the identification of all uses of figurative language (minimum of 5 
examples), including an evaluation of why the figure of speech is 
effective in creating mood or defining a character, a discussion of 
how Shakespeare uses the connotative meaning of words to create 
tone, and an analysis of how the passage contributes to the 
understanding and appreciation of the play in one or more of the 
following categories: development of a character or characters, 
support of one of the major themes of the play, enhancement of the 
plot by increasing suspense or establishing conflict.  The writing is 
clear, focused and interesting. The paper approaches the text 
analytically, supports a coherent thesis with good evidence from 
the text and explains how the evidence illustrates and reinforces its 
thesis. While its approach is analytical, the analysis is less precise 
than a 6 essay, and its use of supporting text and examples from 
the text is good but not strong. (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.11-12.4)

http://www.corestandards


For further information contact me:

byingling@riolindo.org

mailto:byingling@riolindo.org

