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I have been studying how to be a teacher at Adrian College for almost four years now. 

With a major in English, a minor in health, all in the pursuit of a secondary certification, I have 

had the opportunity to observe in classrooms and learn on my own from great professors. At the 

start of my capstone English class I knew I wanted to do something in the sub discipline of 

English education. I started off with the “simplest” question I could think of, “What is the best 

way to teach writing?” After a lot of research, I came to the conclusion that no one has figured 

that out yet. I started to refine my inquiry, deciding on something with a focus on the assessment 

and grading of writing in the secondary English classroom, which I know, is no small topic, nor 

one that I thought I could find a simple answer to. I started conducting research to see which 

assessment and grading techniques were paired with the best results in the classroom, however 

this information isn’t as readily available as I thought it would be. Don’t get me wrong, there is a 

plethora of information out there, it just seems to be that the articles on the topic are either 

articles of theory or case studies done employing different strategies. There didn’t seem to be an 

easy place to go to see simple theory in practice with real time results. Everything was dense and 

seemed to be just parts of a whole picture. Not to mention, doing this research was time 

consuming and I can’t imagine teachers having the time to constantly look up scholarly articles 



on ways to keep up with the demands of grading and assessment. Nonetheless, I decided that I 

wanted to spend my time in the capstone looking for the most impactful and transferable way to 

grade and assess writing in the secondary English classroom. 

There is a lot of terminology to deal with when looking into educational assessment and 

grading practices. One that I am focusing on here in my research is transferability. 

Transferability refers to the degree to which the results of qualitative research can be generalized 

or transferred to other contexts or settings (Trochim). Basically, in my case, all that really means 

is something that can be used in a variety of classrooms, grades, with a variety of teachers, and, 

most importantly, with a variety of students. My focus here isn’t necessarily to where it would be 

transferable, but to whom. In a student centered classroom, curriculum and lesson plans are 

being more catered to the needs of the student, so why not also cater assessment and grading 

practices to the student?  

This brings me to my next tinkering with terminology, the difference between assessment 

and grading. As a senior English education major I can tell you, and it pains me to say this, but 

until I really started getting into my research, I am not sure I fully understood the difference 

between the two terms, as they are oftentimes used interchangeably. In short and according to the 

writing center at Concordia University, grading is an evaluation of a student's performance and 

learning using major sources of data. Assessment is more of a ruler to measure student learning 

in individual areas of strength and weakness. Assessment should be happening more often than 

grading, theoretically. Assessment is everywhere. For example, we evaluate what we read and 

write on a fairly continuous basis (Huot). Even a student who doesn’t read a whole lot outside of 



the classroom -or in one, for that matter- can tell a the difference between a piece of writing done 

by a middle schooler from one done by a senior in high school.  

Currently, the most common practice when it comes to grading anything in the 

classroom, not just writing, is the letter grade system. This is where a student is given an A, B, C, 

or D for an assignment alongside some kind of rubric. There are pros and cons to this way of 

grading. For instance, one pro is that grades are easily understood by both parents, students, and 

teachers. Parents can long on and at the click of a button decide if their children are earning the 

grades that they feel comfortable with in order to let them go out and do other things. Also, 

students are able to set goals to aim for when assessing their own progress. However, some 

shortcomings included with letter grades are they don’t necessarily gauge effort. A student who 

usually performs in a D range could work tremendously hard to get their grade up to a C, 

whereas another student with an A, for example, might not need to work as hard to keep their 

grade.  

These grades don’t take into account cultural bias, socioeconomic differences, artistic 

ability and etcetera (Thomas). Also, the stress and anxiety of letter grades is insurmountable. 

Walk into a hallway and grab any student, in college or in high school, and I would guarantee, 

especially at this time of year, the stress and anxiety of final grades is causing mental stress and 

loss of sleep. Another issue is that students are not just graded on their academic ability, but 

things like attendance and participation. Quite possibly you could have a student who has a 90% 

based on the work they do, but since they are not comfortable speaking in front of large groups 

of people, they have a 0 in for participation that is worth 20 percent of their grade. That is not 

necessarily a fair assessment of that students performance in the classroom academically.  



Finally, an issue that stems from letter grades is that students are nowhere near as worried 

about retaining the information and skills they learn in the classroom as they are with the letter 

grade they get. If they can do less work and get a grade they’re okay with, that's fine by them. 

The way we grade now doesn’t spark the intrinsic motivation a student needs to become a 

lifelong learner. This could also lead to issues in teaching as teachers might “teach to the test” in 

hopes that their students will earn pleasurable grades which would reflect well on the teachers 

themselves. Standardized testing is a huge culprit when it comes to teachers foregoing the “long” 

way of teaching more impactful and effective teaching strategies for something simpler that 

allows for short term recall, but not long term learning.  

If there is one thing I have learned about education during my time as a college student, it 

is that times are changing people! Our generational norms are changing, our society is changing, 

the world is quite literally changing around us, and fast. We went from rows of desks and 

chalkboard lectures to student centered classrooms integrated with an overabundance of 

technology and a focus on the arts and professional development. Objectives are more often than 

not written out word for word for the learner to see on the board. The classroom itself is full of 

art, desk groups, bouncy balls instead of chairs, standing desks, you name it, it’s out there. Many 

teachers are trying to ditch lecture all together, whereas in the educational days of our parents 

and grandparents that might be all that their teachers executed in terms of procedures in the 

classroom. 

While all of these changes are well and good, we are not seeing the same kinds of 

changes in the way we grade and assess. The ways we teach in schools is not something that is 

ever stagnant or final. Policies and standards change as the curriculum boards see fit. Therefore, 



our ways of grading should never be stagnant or final. Simply put, I believe we need a fair and 

transferable grading system that is in place to better students and allow for mistakes without 

ruining their GPAs that also acknowledges that mistakes are bound to happen, but they are seen 

as teachable moments. This is simple to say that students should view their mistakes as room for 

improvement, but they key here is offering the opportunity for that improvement, not only within 

the student, but within their grade.  

Enter: Portfolio based assessment. Depending where and how you conduct your research, 

this can also be called portfolio based grading. As I had said before, the terms are sometimes 

used interchangeably, but in this case it just varies depending on the degree to which you 

implement portfolios in the classroom, which can be a lot or a little. Portfolios are compilations 

of students work. In this case, their writing. You could use a portfolio to keep all of a student's 

writing, only large pieces, or a little of both depending on your preference. This form of 

student-centered learning involves a student log and portfolio of work of which is comprised of 

graded assignments that take into account the work the student did prior to the assignment and 

how much progress they made towards the mastery of the standard. 

Jeanetta Jones Miller wrote an article called A Better Grading System: Standards-Based, 

Student-Centered Assessment that was published in The English Journal in September of 2013. 

Her purpose was to find ways to individualize education for high school students. Averaging the 

grades of individual assignments to come up with the end all be all grade in the class is a widely 

accepted and expected practice, especially in the high school classroom. Miller wasn’t 

comfortable with this way of grading so she conducted a survey of her junior class to see what 

their definition of success was in regards to their schooling. She went through the time and effort 



to place the students in categories such as gender, race, and GPA, however, no matter the group, 

the response was the same. The students defined success as getting a grade that can get them into 

college. Not feeling smart, learning new skills, or even attaining a grade that can get them into 

their dream college, just college. Disheartened and in hopes to find a better way to grade so that 

students didn’t feel so much pressure and delayed gratification of their grades, Miller decided to 

pursue the task of finding a way and wrote a detailed description on the grading process she 

decided to use.  

The piece she wrote speaks about grades as a mastery of a standard, which technically 

has always been the goal in the classroom. This way of grading is called standards based grading, 

which is a way of instruction, assessment, and grading that focuses on the mastery or 

understanding of a skill. State and national standards are in place to insure that certain objectives 

are met in the classroom. These standards do not state that the students must also complete the 

same assignments at the same time because the focus is simply learning. The standards expect 

students to learn more to reach higher standards as they reach higher grade levels. A standards 

based approach still insures that each student is meeting the same standard as their peers, but 

doesn’t mandate that all students must be generalized by the same worksheet or same essay 

prompt. Instead, it is the teacher's job to put in the work needed for that individual student to 

succeed and the student can freely concentrate on their own learning.  

Portfolios serve as a continuous picture of student progress. It allows students to see their 

work as they move forward in the class and allows them to practice critically analyzing their own 

work and, in turn, teaches them to see what is considered “good writing” because they can easily 

track their own work. “Being able to assess writing is an important part of being able to write 



well. Without the ability to know when a piece of writing works or not, we would be unable to 

revise our writing or to respond to the feedback of others,” (Huot, 61-62).The days of receiving 

an undesirable grade and shoving it in a folder so you never have to look at it again can be put to 

rest. This is true because as you keep a portfolio, students can keep working on their pieces of 

writing that they choose. So, that undesirable grade is then seen as room for improvement, and 

the student has the opportunity to continuously work on it throughout the year. Will it be more 

work? With some students, yes. Will it be more rewarding? With all students, yes. This also 

shows the teacher exactly where the need for improvement is within the student or the class as a 

whole.  

Portfolio grading finds its home under the umbrella of holistic scoring. In order to 

properly execute a successful portfolio grading system, first one must understand the concepts 

behind holistic scoring. According to Merriam-Webster, holistic is characterized by 

comprehension of the parts of something as intimately interconnected and explicable only by 

reference to the whole. Given this, holistic scoring is a way of scoring students’ work as a whole. 

At the Writing Institute at Colorado State University, instead of having a rubric where parts of a 

paper are compartmentalized into differently weighted categories, the paper would be read 

through and its strengths and weaknesses would be weighted against each other to determine the 

overall effectiveness of the piece. Once this has been determined, the paper would receive a 

number on a point scale. At CSU the scale can be from 1-6 or 1-9, while at Onsted Middle 

School, for example, the English teachers use a scale from 1-4. This is an example of standards 

based grading happening now in schools.  



As far as using rubrics goes, you could easily implement them into portfolio grading, but 

this brings us to the issue of whether or not rubrics are a sound way to measure writing. Michael 

Livingston wrote an article called The Infamy of Grading Rubrics published by the National 

Council of Teachers of English in 2013 where he explains why he still favors using rubrics for 

responding to student writing. He starts off his article with a flash back to the day after Pearl 

Harbor. Specifically, to President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s declaration of war on Japan. He 

points out that the President did not declare war on aviation, a silly thing to note, right? But 

consider, “The attack would not have happened without planes, so why not declare war on them? 

No more planes, no more attacks, so a war on aviation. It is this same kind of false logic that is at 

work, I believe, in most of the recent assaults on grading rubrics,” (p.108). Livingston spends 

most of his article arguing with the points made by Alfie Kohn, a strong voice and outspoken 

critic of society's fixation with test scores. Kohn has stated on numerous accounts that for an 

educator to use rubrics is a result of that educator being thoughtless. According to Livingston, 

Kohn ties his issues with thoughtless grading techniques directly to rubrics, which is where 

Livingston finds his issue. Kohn and others argue that rubrics cannot grade emotion in writing 

and therefore cannot fully address a student’s writing. Livingston argues that this can be done 

with careful crafting in composition of a rubric. Improper use of a tool is not, technically 

speaking, the fault of the tool,” he argues (p.109). 

Michael Livingston has come up with his own way of using rubrics in his classroom that 

he claims more than fairly assesses a student’s writing in which the work is assigned a 1 to 10 in 

each of five categories. On this rubric a 10 is an A+, a 9 is an A, an 8 is a B, and so forth, with 

1—5 being varying shades of failure. Though this article does not speak of portfolio grading, this 



way of using a rubric could easily be implemented into a portfolio grading system that isn’t 

completely ready to let go of all letter grades. The best of both worlds, if you wish. A scale of 1 

to 10 is something students are more familiar with and more useful in its associations than a 

scale of 1 to 3 or 1 to 4, argues Livingston. The first of five categories on which he grades is 

thesis: Is the thesis arguable and original? Is it clear and easy to make sense of? The next is 

argument: Are there arguments and counterarguments directly related to the thesis? Are claims 

supported with evidence and connected? The third category is formatting which deals with 

length, margins, and all that good stuff. There is a grammar category to deal with spelling and 

grammatical issues.The final category is syle/miscellaneous. In this category, Livingston asks, 

did the writer stretch their abilities and write with there own style? This format of a rubric could 

so easily be implemented hand and hand with writing pieces in a portfolio. Not only does it have 

a broad category showcasing style, but it’s range in categories is a perfect outline for 

individualized goals to be defined by student and teacher. I am well aware that schools and 

teachers aren’t going to simply jump from letter grades to portfolios, but rubrics like this used as 

a standard in grading at a school open up the door for the two procedures to work hand in hand 

and provide the opportunity for more schools to give portfolios a try, even if it is only partially in 

their curriculum. 

Portfolios fills spaces where students who are in minorities easily fell through before. 

English language learners, especially (Gomez). Students are constantly engaged with their 

portfolio and the teacher. Vocally talking through goals and pieces of writing with a teacher is so 

much more valuable than scribbled comments in red pen on a paper. A marked up paper is a sign 

of defeat for a student, not something they want to mope over. Collaboration with the teacher can 



be more fulfilling and intrinsically motivating. Every piece a student writes is going into their 

very own archive which has such a better ring to it than a bunch of crumpled up essays at the 

bottom of a school bag. This grading and assessment system holds both the instructor and student 

accountable for more work at times, however the outcome and the opportunity for lifelong 

learning is a result that is worth the added work. That’s where the intrinsic motivation comes into 

play. This will make students better thinkers and better speakers. Whether or not they go into a 

field of writing, it'll make them better businessmen or businesswomen, better college students, 

more self aware, and over all it'll help them feeling more empowered as a learner in the 

classroom and this confidence will transcend through their work in the English classroom, their 

other classes, and in their lives continuously.  

Portfolios promote better teaching. Teachers develop scoring criteria and clarified goals 

based on the mastery of the skills pertaining to their grade which are constantly vocalized to the 

class and then individually to the student based on their own predetermined goals. This allows 

for students to be more in charge of their learning and teachers to facilitate and dispense 

knowledge. Individualization in the classroom sounds like a whole heck of a lot of work, which 

it can be, but since the students get a say in what their goals are and how they are assessed, they 

are learning some seriously transferable lifelong skills. All the while students evaluate 

themselves and focus on their goals, teachers simultaneously evaluate their own instruction. In 

the same way that teachers and students are held accountable, so are the school districts. Using 

the portfolio system, schools can see which standards individual groups of students are 

performing poorly on and solutions can be found more easily. This helps level out cultural biases 

English language learners face and with the added interaction between student and teacher, an 



overall better understanding of each students’ needs is made along with the opportunity to better 

tailor benchmarks and assessments.  

Now I know all of this sounds fantastic, right? But portfolio grading has it’s downfalls.  

Society likes their letter grades. Even teachers who want portfolio grading like their letter grades.  

In Rebecca S. Anderson and Bruce W Speck’s article published by the National Council of 

Teachers of English, “Suggestions for Responding to the Dilemma of Grading Students' 

Writing,” they conduct a case study done with a workshop of teachers acting as students over a 

period of time where they compare and contrast using the standard grading system versus a 

portfolio grading system. The researchers would read their writing pieces and only give verbal 

feedback on what was good and what needed improvement By the end, several of the teachers 

asked to be given grades instead of just verbal feedback. Even though they were told exactly 

what they were doing well and exactly what they needed to work on, society had molded them to 

need to know where their performance was at, A, B, C, or D.  

Some portfolio systems call for all grades to be written approval of the mastery of a 

standard, but they can also be used and turned into a letter grade, for college purposes or 

transition purposes. One example of a way to do this would be taking 5 scores from the portfolio, 

for instance, and averaging out the grade. The difference this poses from the letter grade system 

is that these pieces can be worked on and changed based on the feedback from the teacher which 

allows for a deeper understanding, deeper learning, and more critical thinking than just throwing 

away a piece of writing and starting a new one hoping this grade will bring your overall grade 

up.  



So let’s do it! Let’s switch all schools on over to portfolio based grading and give those 

college admission officers some extra reading to do instead of labeling a student as a 27 and a 

3.0 for one test they took and one numerical descriptor of 4 years of work.  Or we can start small, 

and that brings me back to the beginning of my presentation. Let’s see if this is possible. So what 

do we need? The limitations of my research are prominent mostly because the answers I am 

looking for are hidden away in hundreds of pages of scholarly articles, or in classrooms that are 

implementing great assessment and grading practices, but don’t plan to publish about them. We 

need an easily accessible, non-time consuming place, where teachers can go to for resources and 

theories and then collaborate in real time to see which implementations went over well in their 

classrooms and which ones didn’t. My intended audience, aside from my colleagues in English 

studies at Adrian College, would be colleagues in English studies everywhere. I would hope to 

be able to reach teachers of all levels of experience to not only draw upon their experiences, but 

also allow for a medium for progressive and collaborative research. Basically, any teacher or 

person training to be a teacher in the secondary English classroom that wants to find a way to 

make writing in the classroom impactful and successful for the student.  

Coming soon to a URL near you, assessment apprentice dot com. This is a blog I have 

created where teachers can find links and quick summarizations of the newest trends in grading 

and assessment while also collaborating and connecting in real time with real data at the click of 

a button. Teaching is a long and hard job. Teachers lose sleep at night over other people’s 

children and the way they treat those children will probably stay with their students for their 

entire lifetime. Let’s make it a little easier for them to be impactful and their practices 

transferable. The blog is not up and fully functioning just yet. This is where the opportunity for 



further research comes in. I have two domain names using two different website generators 

currently so that I can fiddle around with both and see which works best for me. The way I 

envision the website is as a place where teachers come to share stories about their classrooms. I 

want to a have a forum page where teachers can connect from different districts or states and can 

speak from their own experiences. There will be tabs where new articles are cited and a short 

summary is also paired with it so that teachers may get the gyst of it before reading any more of 

the article. Teachers would then be able to comment and converse in the comments about 

whether or not they tried those practices outlined in the article, how they went over, what they 

would change, etcetera. My hope is to unite the English educational community in order to move 

forward in the ways we assess and grade writing in the English classroom and for teachers to be 

able to know which situations are paired best with which forms of assessment and grading.  
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