Things to Consider in Evaluation

Adapted from “The Argument for Writing Across the Curriculum” (Writing Across the Disciplines.  Young and Fulwiler, eds. Dartmouth NH:  Boynton/Cook, 1986).

1. Respond to the content first, not the mechanics, of each paper you read.  Too often we become tired as readers of student writing and spend more time looking for errors than ideas.  Use the rubric to evaluate content and avoid becoming fixated on sentence and word-level problems instead of reading the paper for its larger intention.  Be sensitive to students whose first language is not English.
2. Respond positively and personally where possible.  Writers seem to care more about their writing when they see that we care about it.  Similarly, students find it difficult to work on a piece—revising it and editing it—when nothing encouraging has been said about it.  Most acts of student writing are mixtures or more and less good work; be sure to comment as much on the “more” as you do the “less.”

3. Improve through stages.  We will see essentially two drafts: the individual lab reports and the final composite lab report.  However, since content requirements are so similar in each lab, the lab reports should progressively improve throughout the semester.  Early in the semester, it will be better to point out where the paper is strong or weak conceptually with comments on how to improve content, then move on to focusing on the writing feedback about voice and grammar.  We will not be grading on voice and grammar on the individual lab reports, though we may add that to the final report rubric.
4. Comment critically on one item at a time.  It’s easy to overwhelm students who have written a weak or uncertain paper with all sorts of negative comments and a plethora of suggestions about what to do next.  Once you see that a paper has multiple problems, it may be a good idea to single out one or two conceptual or organizational problems for comment, suggesting that the other problems will be dealt with on later lab reports.  Use pencil so you can remove comments on less serious mistakes after reading the whole paper.

5. Be specific when you comment on problems.  Point out exactly what you object to but without correcting it yourself; that way the writer has something concrete to go on when he or she turns attention to revision (such as fragmented, choppy, unclear, missing info, etc.).
6. Edit a page or two, not the whole paper.  Your main focus will be on verifying content as per the rubric, so editing spelling, voice, grammar, etc. is just to help the students improve.  To save time and energy, show the student what stylistic problems bother you on the first page and how to fix these, and then leave the rest to the student to edit by your example.  

7. Learning to critique is a part of learning to write.  Include peer evaluation where you can in your labs.  In addition to receiving help with one’s own paper in a writing group, one learns what to look for and how to respond in order to help others with their papers (Hawkins, 1976).  Learning how to be critical is part of learning how to write.  Dr. Furse will likely make suggestions on which labs to do use peer reviews on.

8. Discuss samples of good and bad writing with your class.  This has mostly already been done in the writing lab and with the handout from the technical writing manual given to all the students.  If you have any other good resources, or someone has an especially good lab report, feel free to share this with your lab and the other TAs.

9. Understand that good writing depends on audience and purpose.  The audience is a knowledgeable electrical engineer (so they can feel free to use technical terms) and the purpose is to clearly convey what was learned in the lab(s).  
