
Thoughts on Evaluating (Grading) Student Work 
 
Over the long haul only a small part of any educator’s job involves information delivery:  
a larger part requires a teacher to model curiosity, creativity, learning, and productive 
ways of communicating.  How do we listen generously and think critically?  How do we 
evaluate ideas and develop ourselves?  How do we encourage students to do the same?   
 
Of all the activities associated with teaching, evaluating (grading) student work is among 
the most demanding and resonant despite the reality that the grade a student earns may or 
may not reflect what she or he has learned.  Because grades appear to measure a student’s 
mastery of materials and in the case of final grades follow a student for life on a 
transcript, they can carry enormous weight and importance. Grades and written 
comments can wield significant power over a student’s sense of achievement and in some 
cases their self worth.  It is because some students interpret a grade or a written comment 
as an evaluation of their personal being, the entire endeavor must be undertaken with 
great care, seriousness, and humility.  This is no place for glib or sarcastic remarks or for 
slipshod work.  Grading is an opportunity to teach one-on-one; it is an intimate 
interaction with a student. 
 
Whether your job includes both teaching and grading student work, or grading for 
someone else who has the major responsibility for classroom interactions, students 
depend upon your conscientious, thoughtful assessments.  You play a major role in their 
education.  Knowing how to evaluate a response so that a student feels respected, heard, 
and understood requires as many human insights as it does banks of information.   
 
Prepare for grading student work by talking with experienced mentors. If you are 
working with someone else grading course work, schedule regular meetings, and offer 
some joint office hours when students can work with both of you.  Agree in advance on: 
   

what is the timeline regarding returning student work;* 
what are the goals of the particular assignment/exam; 
what are various ways to evaluate an assignment/exam; 
what is the relative weight of each component of an assignment/exam; 
what are the types of comments needed and what is an acceptable tone, or to put  
it another way, how do you respond to a weak answer, exam, or assignment;  
what are the anticipated results. 

 
*Agree upon a timeline for returning evaluated work and then stick to it.  Students need 
to process and synthesize suggestions and corrections before submitting the next 
assignment. 
  
Be prepared to explain your comments to a student in person; this is another opportunity 
for them to interact with you and to learn.   
 
Perhaps most important, be open to learning from your students and the results you 
achieved so that the next assignment/exam comes closer to everyone’s goals. (DVG ‘15) 


