
EVALUATION OF STUDENT WRITING 
It is common, it seems, for students to believe that grading in English is a subjective enterprise 
which requires them to “figure out” what each individual instructor they encounter “wants.”  
However, when college instructors are asked to evaluate the same essays, the grades assigned 
tend to be remarkably consistent.  This is because standards exist within the discipline to guide 
us, and these standards are based on the general agreement of trained professionals as to what 
constitutes “good writing.”  One of the most commonly used evaluation criteria statements is that 
developed at a national conference held in Wyoming in the 1970s. The following is the Bryan 
College English Department’s expansion of those standards for the benefit of our students. 
 

EVALUATION CRITERIA FOR ENGLISH ESSAYS 
A  The A essay offers an enjoyable reading experience which sparks a willingness to read 
additional work by this writer.  The controlling idea (thesis statement) is clear, focused, 
interesting, and significant.  The essay focuses throughout on this controlling idea, with 
sufficient, relevant development of thought. Perhaps its principle asset is its rich content; the 
information delivered is such that the reader feels he has gained a deeper knowledge and 
understanding of the essay’s subject.  The introduction sets up the topic so that the reader is 
drawn to continue; the conclusion leaves the reader with a clear sense of the topic’s significance.  
The essay follows a clear organization that springs from the logic of the subject matter placed in 
its context of audience and purpose.  Stylistically, the A essay excels:  artful transitions provide a 
clear roadmap to the writer’s chain of thought; the syntax is clear and concise, the logical order 
of the words and variation in sentence type making the reading easy and enjoyable; the diction is 
precise, fresh, and highly specific.  The essay contains almost no errors of grammar, punctuation, 
or mechanics to distract from its ideas.  
 
B  The B essay achieves significantly more than mere competence, making the reading 
experience pleasurable and relatively distraction-free.  The controlling idea (thesis statement) is 
clear, focused, and interesting.  The essay focuses on this controlling idea throughout, providing 
sufficient, relevant development of thought.  Although lacking some of the depth of the A essay, 
the information delivered here is substantial in both quantity and interest-value, so that the reader 
feels he has engaged with a thoughtful or challenging discussion of the subject.  The introduction 
draws the reader in; the conclusion offers a strong sense of closure and suggests the topic’s 
significance.  The essay follows a logical organization which takes account of the audience’s 
needs and expectations.  Stylistically, although lacking the precision and elegance of the A essay, 
the B essay remains above average:  transitions move the reader easily through the logic of the 
essay; the syntax is clear and reasonably concise with some pleasing variation; the diction is 
generally precise and specific. It causes very few distractions through errors of grammar, 
punctuation, or mechanics. 
 
C  The C essay is generally competent — it gets the job done, but lacks imagination and/or 
intellectual rigor.  The controlling idea (thesis statement) maybe mundane or superficial, perhaps 
formulaic and/or somewhat vague in its construction.  The essay mainly focuses on this 
controlling idea, perhaps with occasional sidetracks.  While the essay is reasonably well 
developed, the actual information it delivers seems thin and commonplace.  The reason for that 
impression is that the ideas are typically cast in the form of vague generalities, which prompt the 
reader to wonder:  “In every case?”  “Why?”  “Show me.”  “Exactly how large, how many?” etc.  



The introduction is often bland, doing little to draw the reader in; the conclusion may offer only a 
perfunctory wrap-up, often merely summarizing what has already been written.  The essay is 
reasonably well organized, moving from point to point for the most part in a discernable pattern 
of logic, although this may be formulaic rather than topic- or audience-oriented. Stylistically, the 
C essay has shortcomings also: transitions between ideas are often somewhat unclear or 
imprecise; the syntax, while generally clear, tends to be wordy, with little variety in order or 
length, and may be somewhat simplistic; the diction is occasionally marred by imprecision and 
clichés or inappropriate colloquialisms.  However, the essay generally contains few errors of 
grammar, punctuation, or mechanics; the writer shows a good awareness of basic conventions – 
though this may be because the writing remains fairly simple. 
 
D  The D essay shows only rudimentary writing ability, and is below acceptable college-level 
quality.  The controlling idea (thesis statement) may be very simplistic or so vague as to be 
nearly meaningless, and the essay is very likely not clearly focused on it.  In fact, this lack is 
often the primary cause of the essay’s lack of quality.   There is poor development of thought, 
with the information delivered being insufficient for and/or irrelevant to the topic or to the 
requirements of the assignment.  The introduction may be cursory and abrupt or ramble around 
the topic without offering the reader a reason to continue; the conclusion is abrupt and does not 
suggest the topic’s significance, perhaps merely summarizing earlier ideas or even introducing 
entirely new ideas.  The essay shows signs of organization, but this is not clear, logical, or 
effective, largely because the overall idea is vague and/or the needs of the audience have been 
ignored.  Stylistically, the D essay is deficient, also:  transitions are non-existent or confusing; 
the syntax is simplistic, wordy, and often awkward and ambiguous; the diction is vague and 
imprecise, sometimes creating confusion as to meaning.  Often, errors of grammar, punctuation, 
and mechanics distract the reader on every page; if not, it is generally because the writing is so 
simple that only the most basic competence is required. 

 
F  The F essay falls far below acceptable college-level quality.  The essay generally has no clear 
controlling idea (thesis statement) to guide it, leading to a lack of focus throughout.  In fact, this 
is probably the heart of the essay’s infelicities as it is difficult to develop or structure a mere 
vague thought.  The development of the subject matter is insufficient to aid the reader in 
understanding the writer’s point or the subject’s significance; what information is delivered is 
superficial and scattered, perhaps even irrelevant to the essay’s topic.  The introduction does not 
adequately set up the topic; the conclusion is cursory and uninteresting.  As there is no clear 
focus for the essay’s information, and the audience and purpose of the essay have not been taken 
into account, there is no logical organization of ideas to be discerned. Stylistically, the F essay is 
poorly written at every level:  transitions are non-existent or confusing; syntax is often garbled 
and awkward, wordy and simplistic; diction is often imprecise and vague, the writer often relying 
on clichés and colloquialisms.  Multiple errors in grammar, punctuation, and mechanics create 
further distractions for the reader.  
 

NOTE:  Another justification for the D or F grade is an essay’s failure to follow the 
requirements of an assignment, such as topic, length, sources, documentation, formatting, 
and so on.  A beautiful, perfectly baked and decorated chocolate torte will not earn the 
praise (or payment) of the customer who orders a key lime pie with whipped topping.   
 



Effects of Evaluation Criteria on Instruction and Learning 
Note from these criteria that the quality of writing is best evaluated holistically:  any particular 
strength or weakness does not make or break an essay on its own, but works with other strengths 
and weaknesses to create an overall level of effectiveness.  As well, the criteria are applied in 
reference to the particular purpose and audience of an essay:  more formal diction and syntax 
may be appropriate for an audience in authority over the writer than for an audience of his peers, 
for example.  These choices are emphasized throughout the English sequence as part of learning 
to write effectively, as no writing outside of a classroom takes place in a vacuum but is always 
designed to meet the particular needs of a particular purpose for a particular audience. 
 
Students will find it helpful to remember, too, that writing is a performance art.  Just like music 
or acting or playing a sport, writing well requires practice, instruction, and openness to 
constructive criticism.  Some students may never produce brilliant essays, just as some will never 
become brilliant musicians or actors or athletes.  However, people who wish to do so can learn to 
carry a tune or play an instrument well enough to enjoy music, act well enough to take part in 
informal skits and the like, and play a sport well enough for recreation.  Just so, all people with 
normal intelligence can certainly learn to write competently and clearly, producing effective 
written work which achieves their goals.  Most people, after all, are not even interested in 
creating “the great American novel” (or its nonfiction equivalent), but all of us are responsible at 
times for writing which “gets the world’s work done” — and this is well within the ability of any 
diligent college student. 
 


