THE ARTIFICIAL
ART OF
EVALUATING
WRITING

CHRIS ANSON

One morning several years ago | was returning to my office
from a freshman composition class when | came across the
following words on a brass plaque in a newly landscaped
area of the campus:

The rock gardens through which these steps ascend
owe their existence to the inspiration and generosity
of Elsie Irwin Sweeney (1888-1972), of Columbus,
Indiana, whose friendship toward Indiana University
and whose concern for the beauty of this campus are
hereby gratefully acknowledged.

As | paused by the plaque, my arm tiring from the
weight of several dozen three-to-four page student essays, it
struck me what a complex thing was my understanding of
that simple sign. My surprise came not so much from what I
was aware | knew ‘grammatically” about the sign as from
the other levels of language competence it required. There
was no denying that | had to process its syntax, from em-
bedded clauses to the final “agentless” passive. But | had to
be skilled as well in a host of other, equally important
comprehension strategies just for simple literacy.

There was, for instance, what we understand intuitively
about the semantics of verbs that usually take animate sub-
jects: the gardens didn’t owe their existence to Mrs. Sweeney
or her inspiration and generosity. Even if her money paid for
someone to nurture the flowers and shrubs from seed, gar-
dens included inanimate things; and so | had to know that
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“existence” meant not life but whatever makes up rock gar-
dens. | had to know — again, as part of my competence —
that the sign was a certain kind of dedicatory speech act
which at once announced the gardens’ existence, expressed
gratitude to their benefactress, and memorialized her in
metal and stone. In other words, | had to know that the
plaque did something, and did not just mean.' | had to know,
too, the conventions that underlie such a speech act: that
Mrs. Sweeney’s inspiration and generosity came not from
her work with shovel and hoe but from the signing of a
check; yet nothing existed in the message alone to tell me
- this. | had to know that the sign relied wholly on its context
to make much sense — that it was referential beyond itself,
since neither these nor this is textually anaphoric. At the
same time, [ had to be a part of this context, both in the rock
gardens and on the campus.

Beyond my simple understanding of the message hid
all kinds of esthetic possibilities: the words’ rhythm and
sound, or the choice not of descend but ascend, which points
upward toward heaven, praise, and light. In short, the plaque
required even for the rudiments of sense several interrelated
levels of language knowledge in addition to its “grammar.”

As | worked through the stack of essays later that
evening, my mind kept returning to the plaque. The essays
were, in effect, not unlike the words on the plaque; they too
were in English, and used the same rules (if not always cor-
rectly) of syntax, morphology, etc. But as I turned the pages
one by one, never once did | have the impression of seeing
(not to mention enjoying) whatever “gardens” they referred
to, nor of thinking much about the people whose being they
etched. I shrugged and continued. After all, | was grading
papers, not reading Time or touring a museum with guide-
book in hand. | have, however, thought a good deal about
the plaque since that day, and am now convinced that it is
the degree of this discrepancy between evaluation and com-
munication which makes or breaks the success of our teach-
ing, and which it is my purpose to discuss here.

Much recent work in composition theory has focused
on the dozens of choices writers have available to them (and
need to make) as they compose.? On the reader’s side, a
great deal of insight has come from knowledge of compre-
hension strategies, including those from cognitive
psychology and artificial intelligence.? The outcome of this
research from both points of view has been to establish
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various psychological models of reading and writing all the
way from the most minute details of language to knowledge-

At the same time, however, little attention has been
paid to the more specific reading process of teachers as they
evaluate students’ prose — a process which for the bulk of
us is undeniably different from our reading prose in the “real
world” beyond the classroom. If, as so much theory seems to
imply, writing can be treated globally whether it takes place
in a composition class or a busy newspaper office, it ought
to follow that teachers’ reading processes as they evaluate
essays hold true to the currently established notions of text-
frames, schemas, and inferencing. It is safe to say that we
now know more about how people comprehend and produce
various kinds of discourse than ever before.
comprehension. We know from intuition, however, that this
is not the case; otherwise we would hear far fewer com-
plaints about that hair-pulling task of grading papers. Of
course, communication is a two-way street, and no one will
deny the effects of incoherence, dullness, and poor usage on
a reader’s patience. My real interest here, however, is not so
much what we see glaring at us from the sophomoric
muddle of the prose we often face, as what we don't see. Con-
sequently, we often evaluate those elements in our students’
prose least important to it as a potential device for commu-
nication between people.

In every day written communication, language use can
be broken down into three basic perspectives: the textual,
the contextual, and the pragmatic. The textual perspective
refers to all the purely linguistic aspects of the message: its
syntax, phonology, morphology, graphemics, etc. The con-
textual perspective refers to the text's “situation” and
medium: a billboard along a highway, a legal notice in a
newspaper, the moving dots of an electric publicity sign in a
crowded mall. The pragmatic perspective involves the rela-
tionship between the writer and reader, and the text’s pur-
pose: to persuade, to inform, to dedicate, to accuse, to
eulogize, to condemn, to delight with verbal play. Clearly,
the perspectives depend on each other, and things happen
between them: a child's roadside lemonade sign can err
textually, yet by virtue of its context (a hot day along a busy
road) be quite successful pragmatically. An automobile
mechanic’s invoice might be textually unblemished, yet con-
textually inappropriate (e.g., spray-painted on the side of the
customer’s Mercedes), leading to a breakdown in pragmatic
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function. The perspectives, then, are not as exclusive as they
seem; many so-called textual elements such as coreference
relations go beyond the text into the reader’s world-
knowledge.

If we think of student writing in similar terms, several
problems arise in the contextual and pragmatic perspec-
tives. Some of these problems may, in fact, partly explain
many teachers’ reluctance to deal with these two perspec-
tives at all. First, the context of student writing appears
fixed; the students almost always write essays from a limited
set of essay-types. Usually they are double-spaced, with mar-
gins for comments. They are written variously at home, in
the cafeteria, or in the classroom, but regardless of where
they are composed, the imagined “setting” is usually the
same both for writer and reader: the classroom. Prag-
matically, the students write for a single, known audience in
order to reach a level of proficiency such that they can at last
put behind them their odious writing requirements. (“Pur-
pose” is sometimes more complicated than this within the
class, e.g., when students try to figure out what most im-
presses the teacher stylistically, or when they must apply a
concept such as “topic sentence” to their prose. Com-
municative function then becomes a matter of overtly
demonstrating something to the teacher.) It is no wonder,
within this framework, that both context and pragmatics are
ignored, especially (and most damagingly) in evaluation.

If writers continuously make choices governed by the
interaction of these three perspectives, then teachers have
correspondingly complex choices to make in their evalua-
tions — even a duty to do so. Figure 1 illustrates sche-
matically some of these choices in terms of the three
perspectives.
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Fig. 1: Some Evaluative Options by Perspective

The textual perspective is often discussed at four levels:
word, sentence, paragraph, and thema (overall textual or-
ganization). The word level might include references to
lexis, graphemics, or morphemics (e.g., past tense forms).
At the sentence level, matters of syntax are popularly dis-
cussed, as well as “print-code” conventions such as punctua-
tion. Mention of internal logic, demonstration, evidence,
and detail are favorite references to individual paragraphs,
and the thema level finds in it comments on point of view
(strictly as a matter of language), mode of discourse, or the
writer’s response to experience. From the textual perspec-
tive, in other words, writing is analyzed as an artifact of
language, removed from context and purpose.

The contextual perspective will partly depend on what
kinds of assignments students complete. For instance,
inventive teachers often have their students write
argumentative or persuasive letters to real readers. A taxon-
omy of elements within this perspective is, however, quite
possible, and includes shared context (e.g., within the
school, community, classroom, or region); the nature of the
task (open or closed; self- or other-directed; etc.); and the
situational orientation of reader and writer (cultural, geo-
graphic, academic). Comments within this perspective
might address the teacher’s knowledge of the student’s
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progress in the course or his past work, the focus of class-
room instruction, or the specific assignment and what it
called for.

In the pragmatic perspective, the ultimate purpose of
writing for a grade can be suspended, and the teacher can
refer to the text in light of its professed communicative func-
tion. Such comments might include the text’'s functional
orientation by field (the nature of the social interaction), by
mode (transactional, poetic, expressive), or by tenor
(whether it is for the community, self, teacher, class, editor,
public, or specific recipient).® The pragmatic and contextual
perspectives can clash in evaluation; if we “pretend” that the
essay functions in the real world, what right do we have to
refer to the student’s work the week before on paragraph
development? The pragmatic perspective, however, need
not ignore completely the essay’s location in the classroom.
Rather, there seems to be a “dual perspective” pragmatically
which interacts in a complex way with the essay’s context.
For instance, a student’s anticipation of having, say, her
argumentative letter shared with the class on an overhead
projector — which adds a new dimension both contextually
and pragmatically — might alter subtly her composing of
the text itself; she might be for the moment more concerned
that the class will denounce her views on banning abortion
than in expressing her true feelings to the senator who is her
intended reader. These problems are not easy to solve; how-
ever, little can come of ignoring them in the evaluation.

The “slices” in Figure 1 illustrate some of the evaluative
choices teachers have. Option #1, a selective focus within a
single perspective, is that choice we make when we com-
ment on various things from the textual perspective without
referring to the others. Option #2 crosses perspectives, and
might include comments about how the intended reader
would react to an especially garbled sentence, and whether
the writer had hoped for such a reaction. A teacher who
makes comments only on sentences, words, spelling and
punctuation opts for #3, a selective focus within single levels
of a perspective. Some teachers choose to let one perspec-
tive dominate their comments, e.g., word-choice and so use
Option #4. The final option listed, #5, may exhaust some
teachers, as it refers to a full focus within a single perspec-
tive or level (e.g., trying to comment on every single matter
of punctuation).

With all these choices — and others not shown — which
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ones do writing teachers commonly make, and, further-
more, which one seems to be most productive in improving
students’ writing? For some insight into the first question,
we turn to a sample assignment and student essay (with ac-
companying evaluative comments). These samples | chose
randomly from course materials | have collected from in-
structors of composition at Indiana University since 1979.
The materials were developed two years ago for an intro-
ductory (freshman) course in composition, and were used at
about midpoint in the semester.

The essay was written in response to the following
assignment:

Paper #3: Using the process of “Report, Analysis,
Evaluation,” write a paper discussing a value-related
issue, or an issue related to value systems.

And here is one student’s final essay, together with the in-
structor’s marginal comments and summary evaluation:

Eighties Racing Challenge

In the late 1800's and early 1900's bicycle racing was the number
one sport in America. VYoung boys of this era had dreams of growing up
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To characterize the evaluative focus of this sample, |
tallied all the marginal and inter-textual comments, includ-
ing corrective marks such as the paragraph symbol, accord-
ing to the perspective or level to which they applied. All
spelling references, for example, were included at the word
level in the textual perspective; all references to punctuation
were included at the sentence level; and so on. Some com-
ments, such as “redundant,” seemed to lie between levels,
and so were classified accordingly (i.e., word/sentence).

The results of my tally are as follows:

‘ # of

Perspective Comments % of Total in All Perspectives
Textual

Word Level 18 58.1%

Word/Sentence 3 9.7 = 87.2%

Sentence* 6 19.4

Paragraph 2 6.4

Paragraph/Thema 2 6.4

Thema 0 0

= 100%

Contextual 0 0
Pragmatic 0 0

*One comment has an accompanying reference to the “reader,” but here
reader quite clearly means teacher.

Two-thirds of the evaluative summary focuses on phras-
ing, words and paragraphs. Of the remaining third, most
concerns “topic” and “ideas” — predominantly at the thema
level. Almost all of the final commentary is thus directed,
like the marginal comments, toward the textual perspective,
and only one passing comment might be considered to
enter the area of pragmatics or functional perspective. No
reference to the essay’s context — the nature of the task or
the way the writer has handled it, for instance — is included.
The profile of this evaluation, then, is a selective focus
within a single perspective, with two levels (word and
sentence) predominating.

A great deal can be said about the student’s essay in
light of this instructor’s evaluation — far too much, in fact,
to include here. | will therefore highlight a few points.

First, it is clear that this paper’s author has considerable
control over his essay’s direction — enough control, | be-
lieve, to have guided his use of short, easily read paragraphs.
The nature of the topic, itself “racy” and fast-paced, may
partly justify these short paragraphs, which move the reader
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through the text at a brisk clip rather than dragging her
down with excessive detail and elaboration. More important,
however, is what the writer seems to have in mind as his
“imagined” context. This is the kind of essay that ap-
proaches in style the sort of trendy historical sketch we
might see in a popular magazine. Any issue of People,
Reader’s Digest, or Time will show paragraphs very much like
these in length and focus. The instructor may be justified in
criticizing the student’s paragraph divisions, but only in
reference to a context clearly spelled out in the assignment,
i.e., the context of the traditional “classroom essay,” which
contains fully-developed paragraphs identified by separate
topic sentences that support a clearly-stated thesis. On the
other hand, if the teacher was willing to “let slide” the stu-
dent’s straying from the assignment, why couldn’t he also
have allowed the student to get by with the short paragraphs
and fast-paced style? Reference to these matters might have
shed considerable light on the student’s awareness of what
he seems to have done unconsciously.

The evaluation ignores not only the essay’s context but
its purpose, which for the writer is to inform and, perhaps,
entertain the general reader with a short, vivid history of
bicycle racing in the United States. In addition, there is a
slightly persuasive quality about the essay — the kind of
quality frequently seen in special interest magazines that
share with the reader the mutual excitement of some sport,
hobby or opinion. The instructor’s comments, however, as-
sume implicitly that the text functions primarily as a demon-
stration of topic, paragraph and sentence control. Whatever
aims originally guided the writer, in other words, are ignored
in the evaluation. Enough re-directing of this kind could
very well inhibit those communicative strategies at the heart
of the writer’s developing abilities — that is, the attempt to
share new knowledge with the reader, the attempt to couch
the information in the language of “popular prose,” and so
on. Instead, he will worry at each turn of thought about de-
tails more effectively delegated to revising and proofread-
ing. ,

One further comment should be made about the essay’s
evaluation, and concerns not its perspective but the number
of corrective vs. the number of constructive comments.
Almost all the comments are corrective in nature (28, or
90.3%), meaning that they indicate errors without identify-
ing causes or making suggestions for improvement. Addi-
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tionally, many of these corrective comments ignore the
error’s sentential context. In the phrase “frantic cheering
fans,” for example, the writer may have imagined the fans to
be both frantic and cheering, which at most would have re-
quired a comma between the two adjectives. As such, it is
ambiguous. Probably the writer did not puzzle much over
the correction as it stands, but a comment pointing out the
ambiguity might have taught him something about the
graphemic separation of semantically linked adjectives.
Many such corrective comments in the sample seem to
waste both the instructor’s and the writer’s time, since either
the work has been done for the writer or else the corrections
themselves are as “vague” as is that marginal comment.

The paper, however, is not without its limitations, which
brings me to the second question and my final point: what is
a more productive evaluative method?

The answer to this question varies with the task design
and the focus of instruction. An evaluation of a short essay
assigned after classwork on audience awareness might focus
on the writer's choices and decisions in terms of her
imagined reader. But even if the evaluation is skewed toward
the pragmatic perspective, it cannot ignore textual matters
because these too have an effect on the intended reader. In
other words, the three perspectives are so closely inter-
woven that they demand equal treatment, which is why
many teachers’ obsession with surface details is so puzzling.
By the same token, enough is known about students’
behavior that a complete and equal treatment can be as
damaging as no treatment at all. The most productive
evaluative method, then, is to use the red pen sparingly but
constructively, referring to all three perspectives but
especially the relationship among them. Furthermore, plac-
ing oneself in the “average reader’s” position will help
greatly to re-direct the writer’s attention away from the class-
room and toward that imagined but eventually quite real en-
vironment for his prose — the world of communication.
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NOTES

'For a taxonomy of speech acts, see John Searle, “A Classification of
Illlocutionary Acts,” Language in Society, 5 (1976), 1-23.

2Janet Emig. The Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders (Urbana,
lll.: NCTE, 1971) provides an excellent discussion of the complexities of
the writing situation. See also James Britton, et al., The Development of
Writing Abilities (11-18) (London: Macmillan Education, 1975). For a
briefer summary, see Britton's “The Composing Processes and the Func-
tions of Writing,” in Research on Composing: Points of Departure, ed.
Charles R. Cooper and Lee Odell (Urbana, [ll.: NCTE, 1976), pp. 13-28.

3The research in these areas is too plentiful to list here. For an excel-
lent resource text, see Psychology of Reading, John Downing and Che Kan
Leong, (New York: Macmillan, 1982).

“These are terms borrowed from linguists interested in the functional
aspects of communication. On field, tenor and mode, see M.A.K. Halliday
and Ruquaiya Hasan, Text and Context: Aspects of Language in a Social-
Semiotic Perspective (forthcoming). For the functional categories in com-
posing, see Britton, et al., The Development of Writing Abilities.
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