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CORRECTING AND 
EVALUATING STUDENT 
WRITING 

David L Prescott 

Common sense should tell us that there is no point in 
correcting pupils' writing unless they are going to learn 
something from the corrections. It is obvious that a key 
assumption concerning much of the correcting of writing carried 
out in our schools is that pupils' subsequent writing will be 
modified for the better. However, this is unlikely to happen 
simply because the corrections have been made or pointed out. 
The tendency in much of the correcting of pupils' work seems, 
unfortunately, to be a matter of maintaining appearances to keep 
subject coordinators, principals and parents happy. Corrections 
made in response to these kinds of demands are invariably 
ill-conceived and serve no useful educational purpose. They 
certainly do not make any worthwhile contribution to the writers' 
continuing development nor do they provide a satisfactory basis 
for ascertaining student progress. At their worst, corrections in 
these circumstances may be seen as tampering with student 
writing simply to give the impression of professional 
consideration as in the following example: 

This, in fact, is not correcting nor does it actually improve the 
original statement of the student; certainly it has no educational 
value. In the same piece of writing the student will look in vain for 
any kind of evaluative comment at the close which may act as a 
guide to learning development. In place of this reasonable 
expectation we have an opportunity for learning about the 
digraph 'au' ignored. 



What precisely did the teacher who corrected this piece of 
student writing wish to convey to  the writer? Very little, I venture, 
and considering that correcting is virtually the sole means of 
written mediation between teachers and those taught this lack of 
communication is alarming. 

"Correcting, I, "marking, ,, "grading, ,, ,, assessing, ,, 

"evaluating" - these are all terms used indiscriminately to 
describe what most teachers do when they collect pieces of work 
from their classes. "Correcting," "marking" and "grading" are 
simply the mechanical means with which we can make an 
"assessment" or "evaluation" of  how well the goals of 
instruction have been attained and for diagnosing factors 
affecting student progress. These then are the purposes of 
correcting ("marking" or "grading"); they are vital critical skills 
which should be used constructively and critically in schools. 
Reform lies not in doing away with them but rather in making 
them more effective aids to teaching. 

The relationship between writing on the one hand and 
correcting on the other poses problems for the teacher. 
Correction, unfortunately, too often acts as a constraint on pupils 
to  conform to a narrow interpretation of the function of  writing; it 
may in fact close off more possibilities for learning than it opens 
up. This tendency may best be illustrated with an example from 
speaking rather than writing. If a speaker has something 
important to  say but cannot make any headway because his 
listener continually interrupts to correct pronunciation, inflexion, 
word choice and so forth the speaker wil l eventually give up in 
embarrassment at his inadequacies. The listener's undue 
attention to the mechanics rather than the meaning of What is 
being said has frustrated the speaker's efforts and probably 
taught him to "play safe" in future. Over-correcting pupils' 
written work can have this unfortunate effect. Teachers whose 
first reaction to children's writing is to  correct it from start t o  
finish are behaving like the over-fussy listener. They do not 
facilitate learning, they inhibit it and for very much the same 



reasons. How can this danger, therefore, be avoided? 

Correcting strategies should allow for a flexible reading of 
the text and permit the corrector to identify relevant growth 
points for the writer. Put another way, we should take time to 
explain to pupils where writing is and is not coming up to 
standard. If we accept that children need guiding through 
learning processes at school then such a requirement is not 
unreasonable. Corrections, marks or grades on their own don't 
tell students how well they have done, nor what their strengths 
and weaknesses are. We should feel moral and professional 
obligations to respond to genuine effort in an equally genuine 
way. 

Experienced primary teachers have suggested that 
receiving a mark (out of ten for instance) for work done is 
understood and appreciated by younger pupils. It is also likely 
that it establishes the bad habit of expecting a mark for 
everything written so that the mark becomes more sought after 
than the reader's opinions. If children's critical awareness is 
diminished like this at an early age then many difficulties are 
inevitably created for teachers at higher levels in the education 
system and for pupils themselves in their quest to become better 
writers. Experienced primary teachers often choose to ignore the 
fact that children embrace the system they are used to out of 
ignorance of any other possibilities. 

This is not to say that the awarding of marks should not be 
done since there is no doubt that marks used selectively can 
encourage further learning. A child set 10 sums to do and having 
had them "corrected" finds she has 9 out of 10 right can easily 
locate the incorrect sum and set about finding why it is wrong. 
But what precisely is wrong with an English composition 
awarded 6 out of I O ?  What would the child have to do to gain 10 
out of I O ?  If 6 out of 10 is hard to interpret it is much more difficult 
to understand what extra effort might have converted C+ writing 
into B- writing. While it is true that numbers convey information 
about mathematical calculations the same does not apply to 
numbers as a means of describing writing. What is needed is a 
written description of what the 6 out of 10 mark on a piece of 
writing means and why it was awarded. 

Further, is the underlying standard that of the pupil's own 
previous level of attainment, or is it established by comparison 
with classmates' work? There is obviously a need for agreement 
beforehand that a finite number of marks may be gained by 
completing certain specific tasks satisfactorily. In other words, 
pupils should know what they have to do in order to gain a 



maximum and upon completion of correction and evaluation 
where they did not meet the specified criteria. 

All this means that correctors need a definite idea of what it 
is they are looking for when they correct students' work. Thus an 
evaluation scheme, or a set of criteria, which the students are 
informed about, is essential if correcting work is to fulfil the 
secondary function of evaluation; providing a basis for recording 
student progress. This ensures that, firstly, teachers know what it 
is they are trying to correct and for what reasons and, secondly, 
that pupils understand the grounds on which their work is 
considered good, bad, or average and how they might go about 
improving it. All too often the awarding of marks becomes the 
replacemerit for correcting and evaluating and the remediative 
and diagnostic functions that these two skills should encourage. 

Finally, it should always be remembered that teachers rarely 
receive written work from pupils where the work is given 
voluntarily. Usually the work is "collected" or "taken in" which 
denotes an element of compulsion. Even if a teacher says, "hand 
your books in so I can read what you have written" this is not a 
genuine statement of intent. The teacher doesn't normally mean 
that the pupils' work will be read from beginning to end and that 
a remark will be made at  the close on how satisfying or not the 
experience was. Usually the teacher's use of "read" in this 
context means examining and proof-reading, not responsive 
reading. Teachers should remember that they have a 
professional and moral duty to make a genuine response to 
pupils' writing and to communicate that response to the writers. 
This communicative function is vital if students are to learn 
anything from having their work corrected and evaluated. 
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