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ABSTRACT 

Since the classical era of education, the 

evaluation of "Titten compositions has been an important 

responsibility of teachers, and written compositions have 

had some bearing on the ranking of students within both 

class and institution. In the late nineteenth century, 

composition-teaching and the ranking of students! work 

merged in the freshman c:omposi tion courses in this country. 

The merger has obscured the controversies attending 

composition-teaching and ranking, and has contributed to a 

continuing emphasis on the surface details of writing. 

Teachers' attitudes about ranking, overlooked by most 

res1earchers, reveal a common tendency to emphasize concern 

for the students' attitude about writing and concern for 

the student-teacher relationship, above any need or desire 

to rank. Together their recommendations create consistent 

criteria that teachers may follow and suggest that ranking 

does not belong in the freshman composition classroom. 
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INTRODUCTION 
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Any community of human beings has oral legends, 

usually about incidents or practices that occurred 

elsewhere, and usually unsupportable by any definite facts, 

such as names or dates. Composition communities have a 

treasure of such legends, particularly about the grading of 

compositions. Students, for example, pass among themselves 

the belief that fifty percent of any Freshman English class 

must fail; that so-and-so had a girlfriend, I.Q. 156, who 

flunked English. They tell of the notorious essay 

receiving A in one class and ~ in another (teachers share 

this tale), and they snicker or tremble at the community 

they're entering, one where grades reign supreme and they 

will either pass into the rigors of the second semester or 

fade into might-have-beens at some school closer to home 

and kinder to students. 

Teachers, too, have their oral legends, about the 

student who managed to plagiarize every paper, about Zorro 

of the purple pen, who wrote disastrous essays on the most 

worthy topics and cornered teachers into giving only a 

nearly failing grade on a discussion of justice; about 

girlfriends or mothers or fraternity brothers who ensure a 
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student's passing with papers saved for just this purpose. 

There are tales, too, about teachers who read only the 

introductions of essays and thus manage to grade two sets 

of bluebooks in less than thirty minutes; of teachers who 

spend at least one hour per essay, and with one hundred in 

a week, have changed the concept of time. Then there are 

the escape tales: teachers who accidentally lose an entire 

set of essays, but do so, miraculously, only after the 

grade had been entered. At the University of Arizona, I 

heard of a young Graduate Teaching Assistant who stacked 

midterm bluebooks on his desk, ungraded, and left town, 

flying to Florida and leaving someone else to judge the 

work he'd assigned. While I was working there, a similar 

incident happened, verifying, somehow, the possibility of 

the first. 

Such stories are interesting themselves, but partly 

because we all know that they are based in fact somewhere 

along the line. Something actually happened, and more than 

once, often enough that the incident became part of history 

and happened thus to everyone, ringing true to our own 

knowledge and experience. The stories become part of our 

generalized beliefs about our world. But rarely do we have 

the time, or perhaps even feel the need, to attempt to 

follow a tale to its source and to verify our beliefs. 



10 

Some stories should, however, be followed to their 

source, because we may accept a practice based on its 

heritage, or adopt a method based on rumor or precedence, 

or relinquish a method because it has no support. stories 

about the grading of students' compositions warrant some 

following through, because they suggest a constant battle 

among educators in general and within individual educators, 

and among students and teachers, too. From one camp comes 

the statement that grading has always been with us, and 

thus will always be; from another, that grading is a recent 

administrative practice; from another that grading is a 

necessity; from another that it should be abolished. We 

hear that grading need not interfere with the studen't 

teacher relationship, then hear that it can't help but so 

interfere. Sometimes young teaching assistants, 

idealistic, pit themselves against the ancient practice and 

find bell curves, if not shoved down their throats, then 

attached to their contracts, and they may not know of any 

precedence to cling to, much less to quote in defense. 

Examining the trail of the controversy might allow us at 

least to find what camps have formed along the way, and on 

what side we have aligned ourselves. 

Following the history of the controversies over 

grading, even in just this country, and just this century, 

is difficult because grading didn't just spring into being 
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when the first letter grade appeared on a Harvard math test 

in the late 1800s. To understand the controversy means 

understanding issues that have their roots in ancient 

practices, and those practices, too, are complex. That is 

why, in discussion of grading practices, we often accept 

generalizations in some areas while we are given specific 

examples in others. For example, in a history of grading 

practices, we might accept that one can't separate 

standards from methods of evaluation, and then be given 

only examples of methods of evaluation. Or we might read 

that composition served oratory until the middle of the 

eighteenth century, and then read examples of early 

assignments in the development of a paragraph with one 

controlling idea. What I propose to do here is make some 

generalizations a little less so, to give a background that 

includes, in one space, discussions on grading, written 

compositions, and standards, as they relate to the 

controversy over grading in our country. 

I can't, however, discuss other than generally the 

various ideologies and epistemologies existing around 

particular grading practices. For one thing, abstractions 

such as educational eras can be misleading more than 

helpful, since practices in the classroom can be far ahead 

or far behind their time. For another, and related, 

reason, one that James Berlin's work makes clear and that 
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even a cursory examination of educational history makes 

even clearer, no one ideology or epistemology exists at any 

one time, but rather numerous ones compete within any given 

time. Theories also recur at different times,in our 

educational history, sometimes under different names, and 

the proponents or actors of those theories often seem to 

change roles according to the perspective of the viewer. 

For example, Boyer describes Aristotle as a "realist," as 

opposed to Plato, an "idealist" (73). Berlin stops just 

short of describing Plato as a romantic by closely relating 

the romantic rhetoric of Emerson to the Platonic tradition 

(Writing 42-45). Benjamin Jowett also sees "affinities" 

between Plato and Coleridge, Rousseau and Goethe (xix). 

The Roman (born spanish) classical rhetorician Quintilian, 

practicing in the first century A.D. is a humanist, 

matching Eramus, the Renaissance educator of the 1500s, in 

his concern for students, in his abhorrence of corporal 

punishment, and in his belief of writing as crucial, even 

if to serve oratory was his purpose. Quintilian even 

addresses the questions of rapid writing and of revision 

that we associate with Peter Elbow today (he would oppose 

Elbow in some ways). So where could we accurately and 

definitively place Quintilian? No theory is a set bell jar 

with a particular number of proponents, and no practitioner 

fits under only one bell jar. Thus I prefer to concentrate 
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when possible on what educators were saying and doing, and 

little on how those educators have been grouped in the 

passing of time. 

Terms, too, can be misleading, and I need to be 

very clear about some important terms herein, particularly 

since they are often used to refer to educational practices 

some two thousand years apart. Classical can have as many 

meanings as it has speakers and hearers, and thus is 

dangerous to leave totally open to interpretation without 

some direction. Classical education may mean the training 

of those meant to become the leaders of a society, 

particularly the elite class already established. It may 

mean training to ensure that one is virtuous. Or it may 

mean training in ancient languages, or training in ancient 

languages through primarily ancient texts. Couched in 

positive terms, it might mean general training in the arts 

and sciences; in negative ones, it might mean rigidity and 

elitism. Thus some educators attack E. D. Hirsch, Jr., as 

clinging to a classical idea of education, and attack the 

proposing of standard English as a sign of the continuance 

of classical domination in our educational practices. 

The same confusion is possible from the term 

classical rhetoric. In general, the term means the 

practic~s of the Greek and Roman cultures in teaching 

reading, writing, and speaking. It includes following the 
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procedures set down by Aristotle, Quintilian, and Cicero, 

or their predecessors, as they prescribed them and as they 

were altered, even if butchered, by later writers. Until 

recently, it also included the teaching of Latin and Greek, 

and the reading of texts that were used in the classical 

era, as well as texts that had been accepted by educators 

in later ages. The term often includes the methods of 

imitating models, repetition, drill, exactness of 

translation, following prescribed forms, exactness of 

grammar--in short, learning in discrete steps. While 

Aristotle, Cicero, Plato, and Quintilian are all considered 

sources of classical rhetoric, they did not have the same 

purpose, or employ the same methods, or teach the same 

rhetoric. Rhetoric under Aristotle was not the same as 

rhetoric under Cicero or Quintilian. The classical 

rhetoric of the Middle Ages was a far cry from the 

classical rhetorics in their beginning. And the ones that 

appear in America are, in most instances, even more diluted 

and drier forms. So, when in twentieth-century America, 

educators propose that we cling to or relinquish classical 

rhetoric, we can be sure of their intent only if they are 

specific as to what changes they suggest. 

The most crucial term herein, grading, also needs 

clarification. Grading means ranking (Reising and Stewart 

212). But in composition classrooms, or at least in most 
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Clf them, grading means the practice of reading, responding 

to, correcting, and ranking students' essays. Grading has 

not always had such an inclusive meaning, and its current 

inclusive meaning, has been and is being challenged. As we 

follow the history of grading toward its joining with 

composition, we see the following--all ranking processes-

included in the definition of the term: ranking by 

ability, ranking by degrees designating ability, ranking by 

classes, rcnking of specific work. Occurring along the way 

is the correcting of compositions, not always the grading 

of them. Eventually, in twentieth-century America, grading 

comes to mean both the correcting and ranking of essays, 

two purposes merging under one term. 

As the preceding should imply, the overall 

organizational approach in this work is two-fold: to 

examine the nature of particular parts of a problem, but 

also the chronological order of their joining together. 

Chapter II is a general background of examinations--the 

early forms of grading--and how writing may have been 

connected to the examinations. The chapter explains the 

practices that dominated in this country's early colleges 

and universities. Chapter III presents the overt joining 

in this country of written composition, examinations, and 

grading systems, and the controversies surrounding--not 

necessarily rising from--the merger. Chapter IV examines 
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the attitudes of prominent educators toward the correcting 

and grading of written compositions, the methods those 

educators employed, and the issues they related, 

consciously or not, to the grading of written composition. 

Chapter V identifies the bases for the grading system 

dominating this century in the united states, and the uses 

for which it was intended. Chapter VI examines the 

controversies that continue in the twentieth century over 

the grading of compositions, and the approaches educators 

have consistently taken in spite of the controversies. 

Chapter VII presents the patterns that emerge, both from 

the questions raised by grading and by the answers 

proposed. 

In the following history, I occasionally break 

boundaries of time to make a point that would be more 

difficult to explain if delayed. I also occasionally 

digress. After reading Horace, Cicero, Quintilian, and 

Erasmus, a writer feels a little freed from the 

expectations of the nearer writing community. 
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CHAPTER II 

EVALUATION AND WRITING: BEGINNINGS OF A CONTROVERSY 

In The Pleasure of the Text, Roland Barthes 

explains the pleasure that comes from the unknown or 

explainable or unstated in a text, the mystery that entices 

us as we read. Sometimes, though, that mystery can be more 

frustrating than pleasing, perhaps only when we're reading 

for knowledge and not for entertainment. The gaps in 

discussions of educational practices have always left that 

nagging dissatisfaction, that feeling that a missing link 

or clue has to be tracked down before an issue is fully 

understood. To those of us who hinge our universe together 

with concrete examples, the gaps spanning centuries are 

unsettling, and may turn us into skeptics about what did or 

did not occur--maybe composition served oratory, and maybe 

it didn't; maybe grading began at the turn of the century 

and maybe it didn't. 

Answering such questions, however, can lead to a 

lifetime of research, and to wider chasms; we have to put 

limits somewhere (which, of course, is why gaps occur at 

all). What this chapter offers is a very narrow bridge 

connecting some of the gaps, those between 1) ranking 

individual students and 2) evaluating written work. Since 
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grading compositions--ranking them--was a merger of these 

two practices, understanding the connection between them 

should allow a clearer view of which practices and 

arguments are old ones, and which might have arisen from 

the merger of ranking stUdents and evaluating written work. 

Origins of Formal Examinations 

In the most full exploration of grading in this 

country, Mary Smallwood states that it is impossible to 

separate examinations from standards; that the very act of 

examining alone indicates the existence, however vague, of 

some set of values against which the examinee is being 

measured (41). A similar implication rises in the other 

direction--that the recognition of standards means an 

evaluation of sorts, at the very least into those who meet 

the standards and those who do not. Such an examination 

occurred, according to Louise witmer Cureton, in the fifth 

century B.C. when captive Athenian soldiers could gain 

their freedom by reciting from Euripides. "There is," 

Cureton states, "no record that anyone received A for 

effort" (1; citing Kelley 1). The example, if we don't 

consider the negative situation of the actors, is a 

humorous one, but it still makes a good point--a pass-fail 

situation is a evaluative situation. 
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And that kind of evaluation has occurred throughout 

our history, probably even before formal education. Closer 

in line with our rhetorical heritage, however, with the 

kind of examination that ultimately results in the grading 

of written composition, are oral examinations for the 

purpose of ranking students. Andrea Lunsford identifies 

"early written examinations" as "the great-grandparents of 

our contemporary placement, competency, and exit tests" 

(2), and identifies as an even early precursor, the "oral 

university examinations of the Middle Ages" (3). 

The line of inheritance begins at least in Medieval 

Europe, but probably much earlier. Gabriel Compayre, 

writing in 1897, hotly insists that "the Middle Ages ••• 

were the culprits; it is the universities of the Middle 

Ages which must be blamed, for they were the inventors of 

examinations and degrees" (139). Hastings Rashdall, 

however, believes that the university "grew out of 

inception" (1:286), a process through which guild members, 

such as apprentices, became "masters" (Laurie, Lectures 

215, qtd. in Compayre 141). The practices surrounding 

inception itself "may have descended by some vague 

tradition from the philosophical and rhetorical schools of 

the old Roman world" (Rashdall1:284). 

While the ancient schools of Greece and Rome may 

not have examined their teachers for a degree, which is 
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Compayre's more limited claim, they did set the pattern for 

examinations much as we know them today. Quintilian, of 

the first century A. D. describes a class in which students 

were ranked by ability, and he recalls it fondly: 

a practice that was observed by my master, not without 

advantage. Having divided the boys into classes, they 

assigned them in their order in speaking in conformity 

to the abilities of each; judgments were pronounced on 

the performances, and great was the strife among us for 

distinction • • • this method furnished stronger 

incitements to the study of eloquence than the 

exhortations of preceptors, the watchfulness of 

paedagogi, or the wishes of parents. (bk. 1, ch. 2; 

Murphy 23) 

Here we have not only an early form of evaluation and 

ranking, but also more than a hint of one of the persistent 

reasons for ranking students' work--as motivation. 

From the orations of the Greek and Roman schoolboys 

came the disputations of the medieval scholars, and such 

disputations, declamations and determinations were still 

known in the nineteenth century. The ranking of masters 

and the attending ceremonies became the examinations for a 

degree and the celebrations following the acquisition of 

the degree. 



21 

By the Middle Ages, ranking fell into categories 

still used today--bachelor, master and doctor. A 

"bachelor" was a student who was a master in all but name. 

He could lecture, for example, but did not have an actual 

license to teach (Thorndike 218), a position apparently 

similar to that of a modern graduate teaching assistant. 

As a bachelor, he was a candidate for a master's degree, 

which he earned by success in private debates. A final 

public debate earned the doctorate (Boyer 154-55). Today's 

students who sit before a committee, answering questions 

over their course of study in order to receive their master 

or doctoral degree are thus participating in a form of 

grading that began at least in the Middle Ages, and if we 

consider the source of debating and disputing, even with 

the Graeco-Roman cultures. 

Examinations for degrees were primarily oral until 

the end of the eighteenth century. Writing did have a 

role in the preparation for these examinations, as will be 

discussed later, but the examination itself was considered 

the oral performance before the master or examiner. 

Histories of rhetoric consistently describe examinatiol1s as 

private and public debates, although the exact nature of 

such examinations varied with the school and community. 

Usually the examination was to verify that the student had 

attended the required lectures, had read, or had heard, 
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particular required works. At the Paris university in the 

1200s, for example, the requirement for a person to 

determine was to have "heard" the following: "Aristotle on 

the Old Logic, the six Principles, • • • the Topics, the 

Divisions, • • • the Prior Analytics, • • • the Posterior 

Analytics, ••• Priscian minor, ••• Priscian major," and 

others (Thorndike 53-54). At Oxford in the mid 1400s the 

aspiring student had to go through a battery of 

examinations, all oral, to attain a bachelor degree. He 

progressed from observer of disputations to participant, 

and with increasingly difficult audiences. After 

suggesting questions and responses, he became a "General 

Sophister," and thus expected (rather than allowed) to 

engage in disputations. He then met the "test of 

Responses, to dispute in grammar and logic with a master, 

••• and the "Board of Four Masters." He also "had to 

prove that he was in all respects • • • a fit and proper 

person to 'determine'" (Mallet 1:187). He could then 

teach and prepare himself for another oral performance, 

determination, a public examination in which he proved his 

scholarship. 

Oral examinations were the earliest form of ranking 

in this country, too, in the institution and in the 

classroom, and followed much the same form as those in 

European universities of the medieval period. The entrance 
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requirement at Harvard in 1642 was that the student be able 

to "make and speak true Latin in verse and prose • • • and 

decline perfectly the paradigms of nouns and verbs in the 

Greek tongue" (Boyer 382). In Harvard, in 1646, a student 

earned his degree by meeting the following requirement: 

Every scholar that on proofe is found able to read ye 

originall of ye old and new testment into ye latin 

toungue, and to Resolve them Logically withall being of 

honest life and conversation and at any publike act 

hath ye approbation of ye overseers, and Master of Ye 

Colledge may bee invested with his first degree. 

(Publications 27; qtd. in Smallwood 8) 

Examination of course work was also primarily oral. The 

first year or two of study "consisted of a review of Latin 

and a continuation of the Greek that Harvard students 

offered for admission," and exercises were "recitations" 

and "disputations" (Rudolph, Curriculum 32). In the mid 

1800s, oral performance still dominated in the classroom. 

Graff, in Professing Literature, states that "classroom 

concerns hardly ever went beyond the endless memorization 

and recitation of grammatical etymological particularities" 

(28) • 

For centuries, then, disputations and declamations 

were the primary sign and test of a student's ability. 

Determination wasn't abolished in English until 1855, and 
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Rashdall, who reported that fact in 1936, said "alas" in 

response (1:451), which suggests that he, at least, thought 

the practice should continue. Even when Harvard's first 

entrance exam in English appeared, in 1865, the student was 

required only to "read aloud" from Milton or Shakespeare 

(Kitzhaber, "Rhetoric" 56-57). In the 1870s, Harvard 

Senior Sophisters still had to "sit solstices," to "sit in 

the college hall" for a required period of time, and be 

examined by any Master of Arts who wished to "quiz the 

questionist • " (Morison 33). 

The overt joining of examinations and written 

composition came in eighteenth century England, when 

"written examinations with dictated questions" began, 

followed by the "use of printed question papers for all 

candidates ••• in the nineteenth century" (Smallwood 14). 

Written term examinations began in this country at Harvard 

in 1833, in a math course, and were soon, by 1851, the form 

of entrance examinations (Harvard Faculty Records XIV, 

cited in Smallwood 15). More frequent written examinations 

become common and became gradually under the "province of 

one person" (Smallwood 37). Here, when the classroom 

teacher begins assigning and evaluating examinations of his 

own design, is the actual beginning of the grading of 

essays--the ranking of written composition. 
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It is important to note that oral examinations have 

a long history of their own, and thus a history of 

complaints separate from any consideration of writing done 

for the examination. In other words, when examining a 

student for rank became tied to examining a student's 

written language, problems connected with one issue became 

connected with the other. Some of the complaints about 

written examinations that appear in the twentieth century, 

and currently, are fairly ancient complaints about 

examinations in general--quarrels over the questions to be 

asked (topics), the emptiness of the responses, the cost, 

the lack of true examination (basically the integrity of 

the examination), and even the purpose of the examination. 

These are not new complaints, but old ones, though they may 

sound new when they are connected with written examination. 

While a review of the complaints is impossible 

here, a few examples will illustrate some old concerns. A 

most common complaint is over the meaninglessness of a 

display, over emphasis on form alone, and in that area 

ancient rhetoricians were some of the earliest protestors. 

Quintilian doesn't "postpone his judgment" against speakers 

who "introduce the most long-winded commonplaces just for 

the sake of the sentiments they contain, whereas rightly 

the sentiments should spring from the context (30-34; bk. 

2, ch. 4; Butler 241). In the 1100s John ~f salisbury, 
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attacked the teacher who "carefully shuns • • • engaging in 

hand-to-hand combat, and avoids basing his arguments on 

reason" (14). In the 1300s Miccolo' Niccoli argued against 

disputations on the basis that they were empty practices, 

that the British had ruined the practice with "sophisms": 

"What is there • • • that has not been separated from that 

old and true method of disputation and dragged down to 

trivial nonsense?" (qtd. in Klett; Thorndike 269). 

Erasmus, in "The Letters of Obscure Men," ridicules debates 

on abstract issues. The fictitious student writes 

"'tomorrow I must argue in an academical presentation on 

this theme: "Whether prime matter is an actual or 

potential entity'" (30). In 1825 America, George Ticknor's 

complaint is thus centuries old: "the public examinations 

at most of our places of education • • • have been 

miserable farces, which have imposed on nobody, not even on 

the students subjected to them (5; qtd. in Smallwood 12). 

Other problems are indicated by attempts, both by 

educators and administrators, to regulate examinations in 

content and in form. Salisbury ridiculed those who "come 

up to the schools and emerge fully qualified Masters of 

Arts in so much time as a chicken shall be feathered" (2:3; 

qtd. in Waddell 123). Certainly he was more than incensed 

at "philosophers baked over night" (20; bk. 1, ch. 5.). 

The University of Paris in 1289 required teachers to "write 
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down the names of their own scholars, that they may have 

knowledge of the good ones and be able to give lawful 

testimony about them in place and time and on any necessary 

occasion." This, Thorndike says, was for the purpose of 

doing away with "fictitious scholars and hangers-on (118). 

In 1344, at the Sorbonne, it was required that disputation 

questions be provided for the whole year and be different 

from those of the preceding year. They were to be 

"important and useful questions." And a "master of 

students" oversaw the disputation to ensure it was not only 

a show of "vanity" (Thorndike 198). They were also already 

concerned with time constraints, an issue that arises again 

over written examinations. In Oxford in 1583, participants 

were limited to the amount of time they could take (Mallet 

2:127). 

According to smallwood, Ezra Stiles, President of 

Yale, found Harvard's method of examining candidates 

"uncommon" and not as "exacting" as "the procedure at Yale" 

(10). His brief description of the Harvard exam indicates 

it took only one afternoon and included only three 

orations, three disputes and an anthem. He ends the 

description by saying "These were all the academic 

Exercises of Commencement except conferring Degrees upon 

the Candidates." His description of Yale's own examination 

suggests lengthy examinations, requiring a recess, and 
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including questioning in "the circle of the Sciences," and 

a more ornate ceremony (qtd. in Smallwood 10). 

In the 1700s, Yale students protested being 

examined for anything other than a degree: 

Rev. Sir. 

We who circumscribe our names do unanimously agree that 

considering the new custom about to be introduced, 

viz •• examination, that we not having heard read or 

read any law for it, do unanimously agree Nemo 

Contradicente and without any compulsion, that we, the 

subscribers will not be examined except it be for a 

degree, untill we have heard read or read ourselves a 

law enacted by and with the advice of the corporation 

that we shall be examined and think it hard that we 

must spend that time in being examined which we should 

spend in fitting for examination and we therefor 

unanimously agree that we will not be examined by the 

President or tutors untill such a law shall be read 

etc •• (Yale Trustee Records, 

November 30, 1972; qtd. in Smallwood 35) 

And in the late 1800s, as noted earlier, Compayre was 

protesting that teachers should not have to be examined. 

Oral presentations may have dominated, but they did 

so in a constant controversy over some aspect of the 

practice. Records of medieval universities, such as those 
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documents collected by Thorndike, identify increasing 

attempts to regulate the examinations to maintain standards 

and to be free of abuse by institution or student. In 

this country, such attempts continued. According to 

Lunsford, oral examinations were "increasingly attacked as 

(1) not thorough enough, (2) difficult to prepare questions 

for, and (3) unfair to students, who had little time for 

reflection" (6). But the persistence of such examinations 

explains why educators at the end of the nineteenth century 

might protest written examinations both within the 

classroom and within the institutions. Their arguments 

were based on centuries of precedent. 

A Short History of written composition 

A brief history of written composition is also 

important to our understanding of later controversies over 

composition and the ranking of compositions. The 

connection between written exercises and oral performance, 

for example, is crucial to the history of grading practices 

because comments about the evaluation or judgment of 

compositions often meant written composition as well as 

spoken, a point that has been often overlooked. Too, a 

history would help clarify later arguments about how 

composition should be taught, particularly arguments 

involving the study of literature and of Latin and Greek; 
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and it should explain to some degree why attention to 

surface details might have dominated in many classrooms. 

Most crucial, it should indicate the impossibility of 

categorizing too neatly what was done by any teacher in any 

era. 

contrary to a common belief, ancient rhetoricians 

did emphasize writing. Isocrates, for example, "called his 

writings orations," but he was not an orator, and according 

to Norlin, "never delivered a speech • • " Isocrates 

"was in reality," George Norlin says, "a political 

pamphleteer, and has been called the first great publicist 

of all time" (xxx). Kathleen E. Welch, in "Writing 

Instruction in Ancient Athens After 450 B.C.," says of 

Isocrates that he "was committed to writing as an important 

way of thinking" (16), and that "his role in the 

advancement of writing as a pedagogical device has not yet 

received adequate scholarly attention" (17). 

It is easy to misread Isocrates about writing, 

because he so often speaks of writing as less reliable than 

spoken composition; but this is not because of the 

composition, but because of the reader. He makes both 

points in his letter "To Philip": 

And yet I do not fail to realize what a great 

difference there is in persuasiveness between 

discourses which are spoken and those which are to be 
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read, and that all men have assumed that the former are 

delivered on subjects which are important and urgent 

while the latter are composed for display and personal 

gain. And this is a natural conclusion; for when a 

discourse is robbed of the prestige of the speaker, the 

tones of his voice, the variations which are made in 

the delivery, and, besides, of the advantages of 

timeliness and keen interest • and when someone 

reads it aloud without persuasiveness and without 

putting any personal feeling into it, but as though he 

were repeating a table of figures,--in these 

circumstances it is natural, I think, that it should 

make an indifferent impression upon its hearers. (23-

27; Norlin 1:261) 

Throughout his work, he emphasized the power of prose, and 

certainly emphasized it in his own life. Isocrates' The 

Panegyricus, Norlin says, was written "slowly and with 

infinite pains." He adds that Isocrates "believed that he 

was composing literature of permanent interest and value" 

(xxx). 

Plato, too, valued writing, though that point is 

only recently being accepted. He may have distrusted 

writing, but he still composed "thousands of poems •• .. 
which he "destroyed • • • after comparing them with Homer" 

(Boyer 68). Welch says that "[m]ost persuasive of all in 
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Plato's attitude toward writing is the fact that he not 

only wrote, but that he wrote carefully crafted dialogues." 

She adds that he "not only displayed his great power with 

the written word, he exploited it thoroughly, even in those 

places where he was presenting an anti-writing stance" 

(16) • 

The Roman Cicero, the epitome of orators, believed 

writing "the best and most excellent modeler and teacher of 

oratory," though it was something orators "hardly ever 

practice[d] because it "require[d] great labor" (De Oratore 

1:33; watson 42). According to W. Lucas Collins, some of 

Cicero 8 s "best speeches ••• were written in the closet, 

and never spoken at all; and most of the others were 

reshaped and polished for publication" (95). 

Cicero even identifies a form of peer evaluation 

and apparently of written work. His character Antonius, 

expressing concern over the amount of work Crassus' 

students had to do, states: 

Indeed, the impromptu exercises on problems set, the 

elaborate considered reflections, and your practice of 

written composition, which you justly call the 

finishing schoolmaster of eloquence, all demand much 

toil; and that comparison of the student's own 

dissertation with the writings of others, and the 

unprepared estimate of another's work, by way of praise 



or disparagement, approval or refutation, involve 

exceptional efforts of memory and of the imitative 

faculty as well. (257; bk. 1, ch. 40; Rackman 189) 
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The ancient classical schools stressed writing, or 

at least stressed it more than we have assumed. In 

"Writing Instruction in Ancient Athens After 450 B. C.," 

Welch explains that it is difficult to prove the importance 

of writing because of two "absences"--physical evidence of 

writing material, and historical records of "pedagogical 

practice" (3). She concludes, however, that "with the 

striking changes in literacy taking place • • • writing as 

a pedagogical device assumed more importance at the 

primary, secondary, and higher education levels" (6). 

Certainly writing seems to have been important in 

the early classical schools. The Greek term for 

"ignoramus" meant a person who did not "know his letters" 

(Browning 11). And a "common phrase applied to an 

uneducated man" was that he could "'neither swim nor say 

his alphabet'" (Laurie 265n). Even early instruction was an 

"interplay" of reading, speaking, and writing (Murphy 

Q!,lintilian xxiii). In Athens, the earliest years "were 

directed to the three R's, including "writing" and 

"dictation" (Wheelock 5). In Rome, students in elementary 

classes copied "moral maxims • • • [from] Greek didactic 

and dramatic poetry • • • from such writers as Hesiod, 
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'l'heognis, Epicharmus, and most particularly, Euripides and 

Menander" and copied as well the "'sayings of famouse men'" 

(Bonner 173). 

In the secondary stage, writing dominated, 

according to stanley F. Bonner. He says the assignments 

were "primarily written exercises," although "they were 

also expressed orally" (254)0 Specifically--to fill in a 

small gap--the students practiced the "saying (chreia), the 

Maxim (sententia), the Fable (apoloqus, fabula) and the 

mythological Narrative (narration) but now "had to 

reproduce them in their own words, and explain and expand 

them in short essays •••• " They then moved to composing 

"Commonplaces, themes involving Praise and Denunciation, 

and Comparisons • • • followed by types which demanded use 

of the imagination, as well as range of expression . . . 
the Speech in Character • • • and the "full scale 

description" (Bonner 253). They expanded anecdotes and 

sayings "into ••• short essay[s]" (Bonner 258) and wrote 

"narrative themes" (Bonner 260). Eventually the Roman 

student would present a declamation, "the argument now for, 

now against" (Bonner 82). 

These assignments in oratory were also assignments 

in written composition and set the pattern for assignments 

for centuries to come. The place of declamation would be 

taken by debate and disputation, eventually resulting in 
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our essays. As William Harrison Woodward notes, "The place 

of disputation in the medieval school was taken in the 

humanist by the Declamation, and later on in German and 

English schools by the Essay. But the root idea is 

identical: the variation in form is but a matter of 

historical development (17). A major difference, however, 

is that the assignments to the Greek students were 

assignments in the native tongue; to the Romans, the 

assignments were first in the native tongue and then in a 

foreign one. 

Quintilian's attitude toward writing is 

particularly important since he comments extensively on the 

proper way to correct a student's composition. Quintilian 

believed writing so crucial to oratory that the two often 

become one in his discussions. "I know," he says, "that it 

is often asked whether more is contributed by writing, by 

reading, by speaking. • •• In truth they are all so 

connected, so inseparably linked with one another, that if 

anyone of them is neglected, we labor in vain in the other 

two" (1-2; bk. 10, ch. 1). Writing may have been an aid to 

memory (8-11; bk. 11, ch. 11; Butler 217), but also a 

method of finding the best of thoughts and style: 

[I]t is the pen which brings at once the most labor and 

the most profit • • It is in writing that eloquence 

has its roots and foundations, it is writing that 
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provides that holy of holies where the wealth of 

oratory is stored, and whence it is produced to meet 

the demands of sudden emergencies. (2-5; bk. 10, ch. 3; 

Butler 92-93) 

Some of his comments do seem to suggest a narrow, rigid 

approach to writing, but only if taken out of context. 

For example, his remarks against rapid writing can be 

construed as meaning one must write correctly the first 

time: 

At first, our pen must be slow yet sure: we must search 

for what is best and refuse to give a joyful welcome to 

every thought the moment that it presents itself; we 

must first criticise the fruits of our imagination, and 

then, once approved, arrange them with care. For we 

must select both thoughts and words and weigh them one 

by one. (2-5; bk. 10, ch. 3; Butler 93) 

But this is preceded with the advice not to "persist in 

thinking that what is hard to find is necessarily best; 

for, if it seems to us that there is nothing to be said 

except that which we are unable to find, we must say 

nothing at all" (16-19; bk. 10, ch. 3; Butler 101). It is 

followed by the advice to write in private, when possible, 

to leave space for those "most admirable thoughts [that] 

break ••• in upon us ••• " and are "unsafe to put by," 

to lay aside what one has written, in order to read it 
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critically for correction. He makes the distinction, too, 

between writing when there is time for this reflection, and 

writing in the case of the "orator who most frequently has 

to write for immediate use" (1-4; bk. 10, ch. 4; Butler 

109-111). If the writing is to be put aside in order for 

it to be read critically, then the correction seems more 

like re-vision. 

Quintilian would have pupils write what they were 

capable of, and what they could be successful at. In one 

case he recounts, he not only reveals his attitude about 

students and their writing, but suggests the 

interchangeability of the terms "speak" and "write": 

[Florus] noticed that Secundus, who was still a 

student, was looking depressed, and asked him the 

meaning of his frowns. The youth made no concealment 

of the reason: he had been working for three days and 

had been unable, in spite of all his efforts, to devise 

an exordium for the theme which he had been given to 

write, with the result that he was not only vexed over 

his immediate difficulty, but had lost all hope of 

future success. Florus smiled and said, 'Do you really 

want to speak better than you can?' There lies the 

truth of the matter. We must aim at speaking as well as 

we can, but must not try to speak better than our 

nature will permit. For to make any real advance we 



need study, not self-accusation. (12-16; bk. 10, ch. 

3; Butler 99) 

Quintilian's students, George Kennedy states, wrote their 

speeches and then delivered "them (Quintilian 52). 
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Granted, for younger children, Quintilian was very 

restrictive in some ways, though it seems more in reaction 

to current practices of his time than rising from his own 

attitude about writing. He was against young students 

being allowed to compose original themes frequently, as was 

the vogue then, but believed they could better spend their 

time building their storehouse of "vocabulary. • • artistic 

structure ••• and supply of figures, .•• " (1-5; bk. 2, 

ch.7; Butler 263). But even in the lower levels of 

training, when pupils were paraphrasing Aesop's fables, 

their compositions went beyond just drill. They were to 

analyz[e] each verse, then give its meaning in 

different language, and finally proceed to a freer 

paraphrase in which they will be permitted to now 

abridge and now to embellish the original, so far as 

this may be done without losing the poet's meaning. 

This is no easy task even for the expert instructor, 

and the pupil who handles it successfully will be 

capable of learning everything "(3; bk. 1, ch. 8; 

Butler 157). 
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And in the younger learner, he preferred the "promise in a 

certain luxuriance of mind," and felt "the young should be 

more daring and inventive and should rejoice in their 

inventions. Exuberance is easily remedied, but barrenness 

is incurable." The student who gives "least promise is one 

in whom the critical faculty develops in advance of the 

imagination. I like to see the firstfruits of the mind 

copious to excess and almost extravagant in their 

profusion" (4-8; bk. 2, ch. 4; Butler 227). How could a 

man who believes this provide only translation, imitation 

and paraphrase in his students' writings? In many ways he 

seems to reflect the most modern of ideas about writing and 

teaching. 

The attitudes of Isocrates, Cicero and Quintilian 

toward writing may not have prevailed in the educational 

institutions that followed, even if the practices were 

credited to the rhetorics of Cicero and Quintilian. Their 

texts dominated, to an amazing degree, but one cannot be 

certain of later attitudes toward writing or even of the 

practices. The most common belief is--or was--that in the 

Middle Ages writing instruction followed the Roman pattern 

but pri.marily in the acquisition of language. Currently, 

however, we are reexamining past educational practices, and 

with a more open mind--with a willingness to attack our 

common beliefs. The result is somewhat conflicting 
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confusion nonetheless. 
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James J. Murphy, for example, examines closely the 

sequencing of reading and writing instruction in Roman 

schools--particularly under Quintilian's methods--and 

leaves the overall impression that the sequence was 

effective enough to be used today. He says 

Many of the individual exercises can be used profitably 

today, of course, since each is largely self

explanatory. Nevertheless a modern reader should 

understand that the full power of their use resides in 

their interrelation to each other, and in their place 

in a proven sequence. ("Roman" 68-69). 

He sees their methods as persisting for centuries, even 

though the situation didn't allow for the ancient 

rhetorical displays: 

It should not be surprising that the Roman geopolitics 

which made the Latin language a world-ordering device 

should have cemented its teaching methods into the very 

warp and woof of Western culture. The schools 

continued to pump out new Ciceros long after the 

oratorical scene had changed beyond recognition-: the 

law courts under Emperors turned increasingly to 

statutory law and written documentations, thus 

lessening opportunities for forensic oratory in the 



traditional sense, while autocratic rule made public 

debate literally dangerous for speakers. Only 

epideictic oratory was left for public display. 

(72) 
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Surfacing in Murphy's discussion--or perhaps under 

the surface--is that in spite of the effectiveness of the 

methods, Latin continued to be the language of written 

composition. That is an important detail since the 

emphasis on Latin and Greek in rhetoric classes has been 

considered a main reason for the emphasis on surface 

details in teaching writing. One can't tell where Murphy 

stands on that point. In his conclusion, he acknowledges 

criticism of the Roman system, but none that deals with the 

continuing emphasis on Latin when that was not the language 

spoken outside the classroom: 

[Clarke] complains that the schools fostered a cult of 

ornateness; that the system of Imitation and Invention 

by Topics prevented students from thinking for 

themselves; that truth was made less important than 

imagination, that directness in speech was discouraged; 

and that the same educational labor could well have 

been spent on something better. • •• Others complain 

that the education was purely literary--that is, word

centered--thus training declaimers rather than orators. 

still others maintain that the student was given no 
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real sense of history, no training in philosophy except 

for a scattering of ethical commonplaces, no unifying 

picture of society or government (74) • 

Since the article from which this is taken appears in the 

most current history of writing instruction, one wonders 

why the conclusion--particularly the acknowledged 

criticism--doesn't address one of the major arguments 

against the continuance of the Roman system. 

The same type of conflict arises from another 

chapter in the same history, Marjorie Woods' article on 

writing instruction in the twelfth century. She looks 

primarily at texts and methods used in teaching young 

students. All the texts are Latin, a point she does not 

consider, and does not have to, since her purpose is simply 

to look at the practices of the period. But it's an 

important point, since the acquisition of Latin continued 

to be a major reason for the types of models and exercises 

used in writing instruction, and for the emphasis on 

grammar. Her conclusion is somewhat confusing, too, 

seeming to contradict itself: 

Medieval rhetoric may, indeed, be a fragmentation 

of classical rhetoric as we have nominally defined it. 

But the rhetoric of the classical era was, really, 

something else, closer in many ways to the rhetoric of 

the Middle Ages: taught in the classroom, based on the 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------
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memorization and imitation of texts, and expressed in 

giving voice as much to those who could not persuade as 

to those who did prevail. (94) 

Obvious in her analysis is.that memorization and imitation 

were acceptable and effective practices in the classrooms 

of at least some medieval teachers. Yet the emphasis on 

memorization and imitation of classical texts is one of the 

major complaints against early writing instruction in this 

country. 

consistent in histories of writing instruction, 

even these newer ones, is that instruction continued to 

include translation, paraphrase and imitation of classical 

texts and thus to emphasize the acquisition of Latin and 

Greek. The broader reasons for this emphasis go beyond 

individual teachers' choices and are explained fully in 

most histories of education: Roman oratory had 

incorporated all the Greek bases for the art; Christian 

educators denounced all pagan learning, and thus had to 

build their art without using any of the Greek heritage, at 

least not openly, a situation that heightened the attention 

to the acquisition of language, to grammar. 

To a degree, America, centuries later, would face a 

similar situation, when trying to teach the mother tongue, 

and at the same time, to have that tongue be American and 

not English, when the methods developed and 



institutionalized were most commonly those used to teach 

Latin and Greek. So in the Middle Ages when exercises to 

learn language prevailed in the classroom, we see the 

pattern that we would inherit not only through the 

particular institutions our early universities emulated, 

but through some degree of similarity in situation. 
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We can assume, since most historians agree on this 

point, that written compositions in the schools began to 

serve primarily the acquisition of Latin and the 

continuation of religious teachings, and thus were copying, 

imitations and translations. Compayre, describing the 

IIpersonal tasks" of the students in the Middle Ages, says 

the tasks were "of the most restricted and mechanical sort, 

since, for want of books, they are usually limited to 

copying and recopying, and revising the notes taken at the 

courses, or learning them by heart" (174). Under the 

Italian Renaissance educator Guarino, writing was relegated 

to "forming rudimentary dictionaries, and orderly 

collections of 'excerpta': extracts from authors. 

(Woodward 40-41). 

II 

Even at the universities in the reformation, Boyer 

tells us, 

all the time and strength of youth were forcibly 

concentrated upon the learning and exercising of Latin. 

Grammar was studied for years in order to learn to 



speak and write Latin corrl3ctly • • . . The classics 

were read in order to collect words and phrases from 

them for speaking and writing without particular 

concern for the thought (218). 
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And Winifred Bryan Horner, in a cur~ent history, notes the 

same emphasis: 

Medieval pedagogy lasted well into the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries • • •• Memorization and 

modeling were common methods of improving students' 

writing, and instructors believed that ••• the study 

of grammar was basic to writing instruction. But the 

grammar was the grammar of Latin since writing 

instruction was writing Latin. (139) 

This emphasis on Latin is probably seen in its most 

concentrated form in an exercise developed by Roger Ascham 

at Cambridge: a student would "translate his Latin lesson 

into English, and an hour later back into Latin, which was 

then to be compared by the master with the original" (Boyer 

176-77). 

The classrooms of America were no exception, and, 

in fact, seem to have inherited the most dry of legacies. 

When we borrowed our models of education from Europe, we 

took those from schools influenced by Roger Ascham and John 

sturm, both of whom stressed the acquisition of Greek and 

Latin. Oscar Browning refers to Ascham, "Greek tutor to 
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Queen Elizabeth," as "little else than a mere 

schoolmaster," but apparently does so only because Ascham's 

main goal was "the teaching of the Latin and Greek tongues" 

(100-103). sturm's (1507-1589) school, according to Boyer 

"became the popular model for the classical schools, not 

only of his time, but of several centuries (209). 

Browning, writing in 1888, described sturm as "the man who 

gave a permanent form to the new education which has lasted 

but little changed to the present day" (57). 

A description of sturm's course makes clear that 

writing was assumed, but also suggests that writing was 

primarily imitating and translating and for the purpose of 

learning of languages. The course 

began with Latin grammar. During the four years of 

drill in grammar, the pupil was required to memorize 

the vocabulary of every-day life, and to read dialogues 

which embodied this vocabulary, thus preparing him 

gradually for the translation of Cicero and the easier 

Latin poets. In the fourth year, exercises in sentence 

construction were begun, and to this work was added a 

grammatical and literary study of Cicero, Vergil, 

Terence, Plautus, sallust, Horace, and other 

authorities with a great deal of practice in letter

writing, declamation, disputation, and the acting of 

suitable plays. Greek was introduced in the fifth 
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year. Three years of hard training in grammar paved 

the way for the dramatists, together with Homer, 

Demonsthenes and Thucydides. Rhetoric and logic were 

added to grammar the last three years. The course in 

religion • • • began with the study of the Reformation 

catechism in German for three years, and in Latin for 

three years longer. In the fourth year the Sunday 

Sermons were read, in the fifth the Letters of Jerome 

were added to these, while the Epistles of Paul were 

carefully studied from the sixth year to the end of the 

course. Latin as the language of the classroom 

superseded the mother tongue almost from the beginning 

••• " (Boyer 207-208). 

Boyer says that "the violent divorce of reason from memory 

to which the slavish 'drill' of such a course reduces study 

is simply unpardonable" (209). Boyer's claim, given our 

new willingness not to attach damning labels, may be 

overdone, but the point is that writing instruction does 

seem to have been secondary to learning Latin. 

The courses offered in the early years of American 

universities and grammar schools followed patterns long 

established. Thomas Rodd, Jr. states that Harvard in the 

seventeenth century "promoted the Renaissance philosophy of 

education • • • the belief that all noble forms of human 

behavior, be they moral, intellectual, or linguistic, were 
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properly learned through systematic imitation of paragons." 

The educators at Harvard believed that "through constant 

translation, paraphrase, recitation, students would come to 

speak and write with an elegance and precision commensurate 

with the models studied" (64). 

Even though most instruction in writing may have 

been for purposes of oratory and for acquisition of 

language, and thus imitation, paraphrase and translation 

may have become the prevailing writing assignments, we need 

to remember that composition to some educators was far more 

than such assignments. It's easy to read numerous 

histories of rhetoric and feel that no one wrote a piece of 

original prose from the advent of Christianity until 

recently, and we know that's not the case. If so, our 

libraries at the beginning of the twentieth century would 

have been more shelves than books. As John of Salisbury 

noted, quoting Quintilian "These studies harm, not those 

who pass through them, but only those who become bogged 

down in them" (63; bk. 1, ch. 22; citing Quintilian Inst. 

Or. 35; bk. 1, ch. 7). Not everyone would get "bogged 

down" in them. 
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correction of wr~tten Composition 

The correction of written compositions, 

particularly as editing, has a history as long as that of 

written composition itself. The Alexandrians had devised a 

"marking system for editing translations of manuscripts or 

checking the veracity of a text" (Bonner 54), and thus the 

introduction of editing symbols into twentieth century 

composition classes has an ancient precursor. The Roman 

Probus, Quintilian's contemporary, "collected manuscripts, 

corrected and punctuated them" (Kennedy 27). Ninth century 

Priscian "lent a blank page for the rough draft of a Latin 

poem to Gunther, a bishop notoriously generous to wandering 

scholars; and a fellow-scholar and better Latinist corrects 

it here and there" (Waddell 53). 

Correcting manuscripts outside the classroom was a 

quite free, and even creative enterprise, raising 

difficulties years later when it became difficult to 

distinguish an author's words from those of his copiers or 

translators, who felt free to clarify texts according to 

their own interpretation. This freedom eventually led to 

an increasing importance on the ownership of words. The 

question, however, had been raised from time to time 

before. Both Isocrates and Cicero refer to writers who 

"borrow." Isocrates states that 

seeing that other orators make free with my writing 
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. . . [s]o, then, I may perhaps be allowed to use what 

is my own, if at any time I am greatly pressed and find 

it suitable, although I would not now any more than in 

times past appropriate anything from the writings of 

other men. (93-96, bk. 1, ch. 5; Norlin 303) 

John of Salisbury mentions plagiarism specifically: 

And if, to embellish work, someone had sewed on a patch 

of cloth filched from an external source, Bernard, on 

discovering this, would rebuke him for his plagiary, 

but would generally refrain from punishing him. After 

he had reproved the student, if an unsuitable theme had 

invited this, he would, with modest indulgence, bid the 

boy to rise to real imitation of the [classical 

authors] • (69) 

Note that this Medieval teacher considered the topic as 

perhaps inviting the offense. 

Correcting students' writing ~as an important 

function in the schools, too, and more so than we may 

commonly acknowledge. While examples of correcting surface 

details, such as spelling, penmanship, conjugation, word 

choice, and so on, are frequent, deeper concerns about 

responding to a student's work began no later than with the 

Roman rhetoricians. Even before then, lsocrates' comment 

about how people respond to correction might indicate his 

teaching approach: 
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I am well aware • • • that it is instinctive with most 

persons when admonished, not to look to the benefits 

they receive, but, on the contrary, to listen to what 

is said with the greater displeasure in proportion to 

the rigour with which their critic passes their faults 

in review. (,gBusiris" 3-6, bk. 3, ch. 11; Norlin 104-

05) 

lsocrates was here speaking of correcting his own peer, but 

it seems likely that his belief about the attitude toward 

correction would inform his teaching practices as well. 

Quintilian's advice was specific to teaching, and 

is so thorough and so modern, that he easily could have 

been a participant in the early controversies over grading 

in this country. His advice, in fact, seems to be 

paraphrased by later educators. 

Not even a cursory reading of Quintilian can leave 

the impression that correction was attention only to 

surface details. His advice to students "correcting" their 

own work allows both expansion and "pruning": 

Correction takes the form of addition, excision and 

alteration. But it is a comparatively simple and easy 

task to decide what is to be added or excised. On the 

other hand, to prune what is turgid, to elevate what is 

mean, to repress exuberance, arrange what is 

disorderly, introduce rhythm where it is lacking and 
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modify it where it is too emphatic, involves a twofold 

labor. For we have to condemn what had previously 

satisfied us and discover what had escaped our notice. 

There can be no doubt that the best method of 

correction is to put aside what we have written for a 

certain time, so that when we return to it after an 

interval it will have the air of novelty and of being 

another's handiwork; for thus we may prevent ourselves 

from regarding our writings with all the affection that 

we lavish on a newborn child'; (1-4; bk. 10, ch. 4; 

Butler 111). 

Only by attending to the first part of this statement, and 

neglecting to consider the latter, could one interpret 

Quintilian as believing that a student corrected just minor 

mistakes. It is true that Quintilian advises a writer to 

be careful in a first versi~n, attempting to come close to 

what the writer wishes to say, but his provisions for 

correcting include time for rethinking and alteration. 

It is in Quintilian's concern for the student, and 

for the proper method of correction, that he is most 

modern, or that many educators are very Quintilian. He 

believes teachers have a responsibility to correct, since 

students will believe that what is not "amended" is 

correct, but the teacher has also to take into account the 

student's ability and nature. Some students, he says, "are 
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of a high spirit, ••• " and "apt to be angry at admonition 

and to offer silent resistance to it" (bk. 2, ch. 6; Butler 

112). 

He warns writers not to concern themselves so much 

that they delay the work while they search for a 

correctness that might be beyond their ability. 

For I do not think that those who have acquired a 

certain power in writing should be condemned to the 

barren pains of false self-criticism • • • • There are 

some who are never satisfied. They wish to change 

everything they have written and to put it in other 

words • • • For it is of common occurrence with young 

men, however, talented they may be, to waste their figs 

by superfluous elaboration, and to sink into silence 

through an excessive desire to speak well (9-12; bk. 

10, ch. 3; Butler 97). 

His concern for the student extends to the degree 

to which he would criticize a composition. He is both kind 

and moderate, avoiding "abuse and sarcasm" (3-8; bk. 2, ch. 

2; Butler 213), selecting only the most glaring of errors 

to comment on and accompanying his criticism with 

explanations. According to Browning, Quintilian would tell 

a student he "was satisfied" the work "for the present, but 

that a time would come when [he] should not allow them to 

produce compositions of such a character" (40). John W. H. 
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Quintilian "agreed exactly." 
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When the written work of the pupil is to be corrected 

• • • the teacher should not begin by correcting all at 

once every error, large and small, that is on the 

paper. If he does, the pupil is in danger of becoming 

discouraged at the outset, and of thinking that there 

is no prospect of his making any advancement. The 

teacher should first correct a few of the more 

prominent errors, and from these go on at a later time 

to the more minute. When the teacher corrects an 

error, he should at the same time show wherein it 

consists and in what wayan improvement in the pupil's 

work nlay be made. (qtd. in Walden 206) 

Ben Jonson, writing in the 1600s, reflects much the 

same attitude: 

No more would I tell a green writer all his faults, lest 

I should make him grieve and faint, and at last 

despair; for nothing doth more hurt than to make him so 

afraid of all things as he can endeavor nothing. . . . 
Therefore a Master should temper his owne powers, and 

descend to the others infirmity. If you powre a glut 

of water upon a Bottle, it receives little of it; but 

with a Funnell, and by degrees, you shall fill many of 
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them, and spill little of y~ur owne; to their capacity 

they will all receive (69). 

Jonson implies, however, that his attitude changes with the 

age and training of the writer: "I will like, and p:-:aise 

some things in a young Writer; which yet if hee continue 

in, I cannot, but justly hate him for the same" (69). 

Roger Ascham also advised a method of correction, 

but his was directed specifically toward exercises in 

translation, when attention to surface details would be 

crucial. 

The translation is to be compared by the master with 

Cicero's original. He is not to chide, but to say, 

'Tully would have used such a word, not this; Tully 

would have placed this word here, not there; would have 

used this case, this number, this person, this degree, 

this gerund; he would have used this word, this mood, 

this tense, this simple rather than this compound; this 

adverb here, not there; he would have ended the 

sentence with this verb not with that noun or 

participle.' In this way the scholar is to go through 

the first of sturm's selected Epistles, and a good 

piece of a comedy of Terence. (qtd. in Browning 102-

02) 

Even though Ascham was correcting only translations, it is 

important to remember that in classes emphasizing the 



56 

acquisition of Latin or Greek, many and perhaps all 

compositions were translations, and this may have been a 

common method of correcting. Ascham believed in exact 

translation, in "trew quantitie in every foote and 

fillable" (179), and was incensed at translators who 

attempted to put into English works which could not be done 

justice in English. "Carmen Hexamet:t'um," he states, "doth 

rather trotte and hoble, than runne fmothly in our englifh 

tong" (178). So students in classes following this method 

might well have attended to surface features. It is 

important, though, that Ascham's own advice to teachers is 

"not to chide." 

Few comments about correcting are as thorough as 

Quintilian's or even Ascham's and Jonson's. Usually 

references in histories or rhetorics are one example from 

which little can be learned other than that exercises were 

corrected, and by a variety of methods, not all with the 

pen. Bernard of Chartes in the 1100s, used "blows and 

penalties" to urge some students to imitate. Thorndike 

notes "this illustrates the fact that in medieval and early 

modern schools corporeal punishment was inflicted for 

failure in lessons and not merely for infractions of 

discipline" (7). The Italian Renaissance teacher 

Vittorino, though noted as a particularly good man, 
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"particular in correcting exercises": 
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Sometimes in composing a declamation a boy would insert 

a sentence which gave a turn of personal compliment to 

the master whereupon vittorino would return it to the 

writer for prompt correction with unmistakable 

disapproval. Elsewhere we are told that anything in 

the nature of fine writing, of prolix or over-laden 

description or of empty commonplace decked out in 

verbiage was ruthly torn up (Woodward 15-16). 

Most references to correcting are more like the 

following, which sketchily describes only the procedure at 

a Jesuit school: 

[A]t half-past seven the work of the day begins. 

After a short prayer, the master mounts his desk, and 

the boys say their lesson by heart to the decurions, 

while the master collects and corrects the exercises 

at nine the subject of a short composition is 

given out, which must be written, corrected, and copied 

out within the hour • • • at three the composition of 

the morning is corrected by the master, and places are 

taken and lost. (Browning 140-41) 

Methods such as this indicate attention to surface 

features, those that can be quickly attended to, and 
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corrected, determined the rank of the student within the 

classroom. 

Variation of Standards 
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Standards for compositions had to vary as much in 

the past as they do today. In fact, trying to determine 

standards from histories and from rhetorical texts is much 

like being a war correspondent, trying to determine who, if 

anyone, won a particular battle. The answer is, of course, 

that no one did. According to Bonner, from the Hellenistic 

period of rhetoric, two theories vied over matters such as 

the proper declension of verbs, over the distinction 

between "trope" and "figure," over what method to apply to 

determine the correct form when a question did arise. Such 

dissention continues to appear in the history of 

composition. Questions of the solecism, of barbarisms, of 

definitions of "common usage" appear in the works of 

Cicero, Quintilian and Erasmus, and appear again in the 

more modern works of Leonard, Lathrop, Bain, Lane Cooper 

and myriad others. There's a striking, if not comforting, 

similarity, in the chagrin of a fifteenth century vatican 

clerk over a then-current distinction between transitive 

and intransitive verbs (Commendation 232), and the later 

disagreement between a Dr. Latham and Dean Alford over the 
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correctness of "It is him." Latham exemplifies the 

difficulties with standards, since he accepted "It is me" 

while refused to accept "It is him." (Reed 217). 

Quintilian refers to the "obstinacy of pedants," to 

"archaistic grammarians," and gives his preferences for the 

pronunciation of words (Butler 87, 88, 95). In twentieth 

century America William Lyon Phelps will encourage the use 

of the British broad A, and consider some British words 

wrong, other right (133). Lane Cooper will lament the 

joining of "for" and "ever" into one word (51). 

Certainly there were no uniform standards for 

style. Horace believed writing had degenerated even in his 

own time: 

Now have the fickle people changed their mind, 

And fired with one desire, are all inclined 

To write; alike the boys and fathers grave, 

Their hair enwreathed with bays that learned wave, 

Their poems dictate while they dine and rave (371). 

He describes the yard where he will be carried at his 

death, as one "where people deal in spices, pepper, 

incense, and all things wrapped in sheets of written 

nonsense" (378). Cicero's Marcus Tullius wondered if 

"learning has one style of disccurse and ordinary life 

another" ("Paradoxa stoicorum" 4; Rackham 2:257). 

Quintilian deplored a practice current in his time of 
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worshipping vigor and freshness of the untrained writer and 

of not appreciating the more subtle skill of the trained 

writer. Erasmus abhorred the allegiance to Ciceroian 

rhetoric. Erasmus, himself a humanist (Hyma 1-11), 

"accused [them] not only of aiming at a narrow literary 

proficiency but of attempting to pattern their own 

expression after the words and style of just one writer, 

the Roman orator, stateman and author Cicero," and "various 

antidotes were prescribed" (Brubacher 10). Erasmus also 

found 

the density and jargon of academic writers repellent. 

He thought their addiction to Aristotelian philosophy 

and dialectic related to their arid style and distrust 

of humanities as cause to effect. In a letter of 1515 

he speaks of the 'portentous filth' of this 'barbarous 

and artificial style, its ignorance of all sound 

learning, and its lack of any knowledge of the 

tongues,' its contamination by Aristotle. (Thompson 

xxviii citing Erasmus "Defence of Mor.iae Encomium, Ep 

337:424-6, 435) 

One text, by Izora Scott, of letters among Renaissance 

scholars is nothing but arguments, sometimes colorful 

diatribes, over the acceptability of the Ciceronian style. 

Scott states that in the "second half of the fifteenth 

century • • • there was no longer universal agreement in 
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regard to the definition of Latin Scholarship and c.orrect 

style" (115), but agreement doesn't seem ever to have been 

the case. 

Such arguments appear over most practices in 

teaching composition, and thus when generally accepted 

standards or methods are implied, often the implication is 

erroneous. According to Kennedy, "the official Censors 

closed down at least one rhetorical school in 92 B.C. for 

promoting 'a new kind of study'" (qtd. in Murphy, 

Quintilian xi). Quintilian conflicted with many teachers 

in suggesting that present day writers be used as models in 

addition to the ancient writers (bk. 2, ch. 5; Murphy 110). 

st. Augustine (354-430), according to Brubacher, "would 

have grammar taught not from rules but by association with 

men of correct speech, and in teaching rhetoric he would 

emphasize not so much a study of rules as a study of great 

orations." He was against any "compulsory study" (178). 

stating that "no man does well against his will though that 

which he does be good" (bk. 1, ch. 12, quoted in Brubacher 

178). Yet the monastic schools rising from his teachings 

more and more leaned toward "too much emphasis • • • on the 

letter and too little on the spirit of instruction" 

(Brubacher 178). If the teachers do not agree on the 

method of teaching, on whether to use models or which to 
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use, on what "imitation" should be, they very likely do not 

agree in what they expect in students' work. 

The one standard that seems to have been generally 

applicable, and then only in the abstract, is that a 

composition should be morally correct but that is as 

debatable during any given time frame as is the question of 

common usage. Aristotle believed that for a composition to 

convince, it must be true. Yet practitioners of his time 

weren't following his precepts. Some Sophists--certainly 

not all, and perhaps not most--"taught what they were paid 

to teach • in controversial matters they willingly 

taught either the affirmative or the negative side, 

depending upon who happened to engage them as teachers." 

They "claim[ed] that virtue was teachable" (Brubacher 98-

100). Teachers were not, in short, practicing the ideal we 

name looJcing back from the present. Quintilian believed 

that an orator must be a good man, yet some orators 

practicing in 50 AD didn't meet his definition. Erasmus' 

harangue against the academic schools suggests his 

definition of a morally correct essay would differ from 

theirs. What is being done often differs from what theory, 

even a dominant theory, says should be done. What occurs 

in the schools may be the very antithesis of what the best 

intellects of the time believe and advise should be 

occurring. Erasmus' Batt, in the "Antibarbarians," cries: 
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"You wonder at the death of letters, when even laborers and 

blockheads run schools" (31). 

Conclusion 

Formal examinations for the purpose of ranking 

students began at least in the Middle Ages, but may have 

originated even earlier, from practices in Greek and Roman 

rhetorical and philosophical schools. within the 

classroom, ranking was a method of motivating students and 

rewarding achievement; within the universities of the 

Middle Ages ~nd later, ranking marked stages of 

accomplishment of schools of professionals. The practice 

of ranking does not seem to have been questioned, but 

questions have arisen over the value and form of the 

examination. 

While ranking of students' work in literary and 

rhetorical studies was primarily through oral examinations, 

writing was at least a crucial part of preparation for 

those examinations. students wrote compositions that would 

then become their debates and disputations, and their 

writings mark the origin of our essays. Writing played at 

least some role in ranking students within the classroom 

and within the profession. 
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With the correcting of students' writing comes 

questions of standards being applied, and history suggests 

the standards were never what the word implies, "standard," 

but were constantly points of dissention among groups of 

teachers at anyone time. Teachers have quarreled over 

standards even when they touted the same master as 

standard. Disagreements over the nature of algood" as 

applied either to man, or to his language, including usage, 

style and methods of teaching, are common to any period of 

education. 

Educators have been correcting compositions and 

manifesting different levels of concern over the proper way 

to do so, and over the effect correction might have on the 

student since the earliest period in education. We see in 

the most ancient advice, similarities to our most current 

advice. 

In the nineteenth century, composition will become 

a study in itself; examinations will be in writing; 

numerical scales by which to rank students and their work 

will become common and gradually become letter indications 

of rank, A, ~, g, n, and E or F. Each of these changes 

will be accompanied by a field of controversy. Educators 

will quarrel over whether writing should be taught 

separately, could be taught at all, and how to do so. They 

will quarrel over the standards to be applied, how to 



regulate those standards and how to impose them. Some of 

their arguments reflect a new vision; some reflect an old 

vision in a new time. 
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CHAPTER III 

WRITING, EXAMINATIONS, AND GRADING: MERGING CONFLICTS 

When the grading of students' essays in Freshman 

Composition began to present itself as a problem--which it 

did rather immediately after its beginning--a number of 

prominent educators addressed the problem, some scantily, 

some thoroughly. While their attitudes about grading are 

not the subject here, but in the following chapter, I 

mention them because they give purpose to this chapter, 

which presents the educational scene on which grading 

emerges. These educators, particularly Sherman Hill, 

Barrett Wendell, William Lyon Phelps, Lane Cooper, and Fred 

New Scott, were firm and assured in their suggestions, but 

their writings do not present the full context for their 

discussions. They were writing within the context, and 

thus took for granted an audience familiar with current 

transformations in education and with current 

controversies. Since they were in disagreement, and since 

those early disagreements underlie much of the grading 

controversy today, understanding them could help us see 

what has been attempted before, suggested before, doubted 

before, and on what basis, if any. So here I want to 
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recently come together to create the grading of the daily 

theme, the "bugbear" of early twentieth-century 

universities. 

Rumored Demise of the Classical College 
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Educational scenes are never static, and of course 

shifts in larger aspects of education touch on teachers in 

the classroom. No change, however, comes quickly or 

uniformly--beliefs and practices die hard, give way slowly, 

and thus the large picture of education was one of 

controversy, as it is today. We can assume that old 

beliefs and practices continued in the classrooms of some 

professions or in the curriculum of some institutions. 

Educators from the mid1800s to the early 1900s were 

still in the throes of rather massive changes in education. 

The "typical American college," which Gerald Graff 

describes as a "monastic institution" basically serving the 

elite, or at least those young men whose "'liberal'" 

studies prepared them for "national leadership" (20-21), 

was changing into an institution to serve the common man. 

The curriculum was altering, to meet the demands of a 

rising, competitive middle class (Halloran (167-68) and the 

"cry" for vocational cou~ses (G. Graff 31). 
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Methodology in teaching was changing, too. Methods 

in the classical college had been based on pedagogical 

theories--mental discipline and faculty psychology--that 

emphasized memory and imitation (Applebee 5-6; Castell and 

Luke 163-64). New theories, brought about by educators 

such as Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi and Friedrich Wilhelm 

Froebel, emphasized practice. Gradually, the formal mental 

discipline practices that had marked classical education 

were giving way, to some degree, for new methods that 

emphasized experience and learning from observation--rules 

were still taught, but in the "scientific or metaphysical 

school • • • rules and examples should go together" 

(Browning 192). What students were to learn, they were to 

experience firsthand. 

The broad educational scene, then, was one of 

change, and attitudes toward anyone practice might well be 

grounded in a stance on a broader issue. More 

specifically, there had been significant changes in those 

courses in which writing had traditionally been subsumed, 

and thus reactions to a composition course, to written 

examinations, or to grading might include or spring from 

reactions to changes in the study of logic, rhetoric, 

literature, grammar and so on. oratory in Greek and Latin, 

for example, which marked the classical curriculum, had 

given way to orations in English; study of classical texts 
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in Greek and Latin had transformed into study of the same 

texts translated into English. But two centuries of 

American education had followed classical studies, and 

these changes were not only late in coming but resisted. 

Thus an educator supporting, say, the study of Greek 

literature might also be supporting oratorical performances 

in Latin or he might be supporting written composition in 

English, or another combination of studies. 

The possible mixture of concerns is evident in 

Gerald Graff's description of the study of literature: 

until the later decades of the nineteenth century, the 

study of literature in American colleges, as elsewhere, 

was ancillary to the study of something else--chiefly 

to the Greek and Latin languages and to rhetoric, 

oratory, and forensics. (19) 

Arthur N. Applebee, discussing the rhetoricians who gave 

"ilr.petus" (8) to the study of English, also suggests the 

amorphous state of courses at the end of the nineteenth 

century: 

Though the scottish rhetoricians made a clean 

theoretical separation of grammar and rhetoric,in 

practice both approaches were simultaneously applied to 

literature. Throughout the nineteenth century, 

'rhetoric,' 'analysis,' and 'criticism' usually 

indicated much the same course of study, in which a 
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that it conformed with the prescriptive rules of 

grammar and rhetoric, all in the ultimate service of 

the student's own speaking and writing skills. (9) 
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Note that combined here are grammar, rhetoric, literature, 

and oral and written skills. This is the scene onto which 

written composition, written examinations, and grading will 

merge. 

While all these changes are important, two are 

particularly worth noting more fully. One is that the 

responsibility for teaching grammar had been relegated to 

the lower schools. Applebee states that 

Grammar • • • was considered more or less a school 

subject, a prerequisite for the higher studies of the 

college but not, usually, a study which would be 

continued there. • • • [the] scottish educators • 

divorced the studies of rhetoric and oratory from their 

early roots in grammar during roughly the same period 

that grammar was itself becoming an important school 

subject. (8) 

Thus even though rhetoricians from the mid 1700s on might 

have demanded proper grammar, they didn't necessarily teach 

it. This "divorce" would have its effect on later branches 

of the educational family, when educators tried to 
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grammar. 
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Another change still taking place in the 1800s and 

that particularly affected both the teaching of composition 

and the grading of compositions was the transition to 

English as the language of the university. The emphasis on 

Greek and Latin had begun to weaken in the late 1700s, 

but, as stated above, thQ actual teaching of English was 

slow in coming. Too, the early emphasis on oratory had 

helped conceal flaws that written examinations made very 

evident. As Jack Goody and Ian watt note, "writing favors 

awareness of inconsistency" in use of language (16). When 

written examinations began to reveal the deplorable control 

of the English language, universities had already relegated 

the responsibility for grammar to the lower schools, yet 

were being flooded with students requiring training in 

their native language. 

By the end of the 1800s, then, rhetoric was 

amorphous, and certainly not a field of agreement. 

Oratory, composition and literature were still closely 

tied, but each was finding its own place in the university. 

In the 1870's composition and English studies appeared 

"almost simultaneously" (Gere Perspectives on Research 

111), and speech as a separate study appeared a few years 

later, in the 1880s (Kitzhaber "Rhetoric" 71). These were 
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new studies, however, and questions were continuing as to 

which should properly serve the other. Composition was a 

new child in a feuding rhetorical family, and the center of 

a number controversies long in shaping and that by no means 

were going to be resolved. "By 1900," Applebee says, the 

questions would have shifted from whether to teach grammar, 

rhetoric, literary history, spelling and composition, to 

how to teach English" (21). The question of "how," 

however, was till largely determined by those educators' 

stances on the original question of "whether." 

standardized English 

The idea of a standard English, of specific 

criteria to ask for in written compositions, was almost as 

new as the idea of composition as a study in itself. 

Before the 1700s, grammatical correctness in written 

English was not a concern (Leonard 9), though it certainly 

was demanded in the study of Greek and Latin. In fact, 

according to Ernest Earnest, "before the civil War few 

colleges except Pennsylvania under smith gave much 

attention to English" (90). Spelling, punctuation, and 

capitalization were quite individual, as some of the 

letters and records of the most responsible and educated 

men of the time indicate. Abraham Pierson, for example, a 
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Harvard graduate, and Rector in 1705 of the "Collegiate 

School" that later became Yale, felt free to write "Genaral 

and Joynt consent" in one sentence, and "genarall and joynt 

consent" in a following one; to write within one sentence 

"removed," "Removal," and "remov." The respondee to this 

letter addressed Pierson as "Pairson," and wove between 

"answar" and "Answer," and eventually stated that he and 

the others would not act "any firther than we haue allready 

Don" (qtd. in Dexter 51-52). 

The following long example I include primarily 

because it is as delightful as the others, and because it 

addresses a matter related to the overall purpose and 

content of this text, the relationship between teachers and 

students. It comes from a passage in a 1706 letter from 

Yale's Rector Abraham Pierson to the Trustees: 

So that there is a necessity of fixing a tutor without 

delay. One of the freshmen viz Sumner hath deserted us, 

and is gone, designing (as I hear) to leaue off his 

learning, and more of them may draw off, if they have 

not a settled tutor, by the want whereof, they may seem 

to be neglected, as to what they reasonably expect. if 

we send not to cambridge (which is by some of 

yourselues serously obiected against) it may seem to 

fall between Sir fisk, and Sir Whitlesy, both good 

scholars and capable of such an emprouement, though one 



74 

of them hath more seniority both in age and standing, 

than the other, and also hath bin now a considerable 

time absent from the School, and familiarity with the 

scholars, and lesse lyable to be obiected against by 

the scholars. Whether one of these, and which of them, 

or some other, you incline to, and pitch upon, I desire 

to know, as soon as may be. and if you pitch upon Sir 

fisk, I desire that he may be treated with, about it, 

by one of yourselues, and his coming hastened. 

(Dexter 53) 

Sometimes Pierson capitalizes the first words of sentences, 

and sometimes he doesn't. One proper noun begins with a 

capital letter; the other doesn't. Pierson may have had 

his own internal rules for these choices, but, in any case, 

perhaps such variations wouldn't be errors until general 

rules had been set within the educational community, and 

that was some time to come. 

Walter c. Bronson, in The History of Brown 

University, 1764-1914, makes a similar observation about 

the writings of early college graduates at Brown. He cites 

as an example the following passage from the "original 

manuscript" of the "commencement address" of the 

valedictorian of Brown's first graduating class: 

Oh! could you but for a moment, transport yourselves to 

Athens and imrnagin you there behold that Oracal of 
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Greece; that prince of Orators ascend the Rostrum, 

Surrounded by the gaping multitude; could you here the 

terrific thunder of his Voice; and See the light flash 

from either Eye; while all the members of his Agitated 

body, proclame the huge immotions of his Mind--Could 

you here him discharge those thundering Vollies of 

Execrations on the devouted head of an usurping philip, 

that Invader of Creecien Liberty: • • • you would cease 

to wonder at the prodigious Influence of that renowned 

Patriot over his fellow citizens. (123) 

Bronson notes that this writer "never once spells his 

hero's name correctly," and goes on to list numerous and 

humorous errors of other graduates. He states that "other 

colleges" met the same problem and that "[m]odern teachers 

of English, when weary with cropping the hydra heads of bad 

spelling and bad graro~ar, may at least comfort themselves 

with the thought that their dragon foe is of ancient 

lineage" (124). Bronson's response is interesting, too, 

since it reveals one emphasis of grading in his own time, 

1914. 

Again, we have to recall that without correctness 

in English being taught, and with oratory dominating, 

errors in English might not even be noticed, or at least 

not matter particularly •. If the young man's composition on 

Demosthenes were spoken aloud, it very likely would sound 
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adequately elevated, and "Demosthines" would not be 

distinguishable from the correct "Demosthenes." What we 

consider errors likely were not indications of ignorance or 

carelessness, but unimportant deviations or perhaps even 

acceptable options. 

It was only in the 1800s, partly because of the 

publication of written work, that correct English began to 

be of primary importance (Heath 30). Goody and watt state 

that "achievement in handling the tools of reading and 

writing is obviously one of the most important axes of 

social differentiation in modern societies" (21), and 

researchers seem to agree that in nineteenth century 

America, correct English became increasingly important in 

such social differentiation. S. Michael Halloran states 

that "since eighteenth century American society had offered 

little motive for upward striving, the dialect a person 

learned in childhood would in most cases serve for life." 

In the nineteenth century, however, "speaking and writing 

'correct' English" indicated "membership in the upper 

strata" (167). According to Shirley Brice Heath, correct 

English was a sign of "intelligence, propriety and 

morality" (37). By the end of the century, according to 

Berlin, "the mark of the educated was • • • the use of a 

certain version of the native language, a version that 

tended to coincide with the dialect of the upper middle 
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class, the group that had customarily attended college" 

(Writing 72). Mike Rose describes English education at 

that century's end as "primarily a set of prescriptions for 

conducting socially acceptable discourse" (207). When we 

come to the discussions by Lane Cooper and other educators 

in the early years of the twentieth century, the concept of 

"socially acceptable discourse" becomes very clear. 

So universities had existed in this country for 

almost two hundred years before rules for written English 

became important at the university level. Of course, some 

far-seeing and innovative teachers pushed for training in 

English. John Trumbull and Timothy Dwight, for example, 

tutors at Yale in the late 1700s, (Dwight later became 

President of Yale) urged the teaching of English grammar 

and composition (Cuningham 38; Earnest 90). But the 

"formal aspects of writing" were not introduced in 

education until the nineteenth century (Heath 37). The 

first college requirement for some competency in English 

appeared in 1819 at the College of New Jersey (Princeton), 

"when it asked its ••• candidates to be 'well acquainted' 

with English grammar" (Applebee 8, citing Hays 15). And 

not until 1865 did Harvard give even a "hint of any sort of 

entrance requirement in English, and required the student 

not to write but only to."read aloud" from Shakespeare or 

Milton (Kitzhaber "Rhetoric" 56-57). This was nine years 
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before the first required composition course; seven years 

later--two years before a required composition course-

Harvard's standards were. more explicit: "Correct spelling, 

punctuation, and expression, as well as legible 

handwriting, are expected of all application for admission" 

(Twenty Years 55-57, qtd. in Kitzhaber, "Rhetoric" 57). 

Some twenty years later, the infamous Harvard Reports of 

the 1890s set the standards for the majority of teachers in 

the coming century. Three men, "laymen," as Albert R. 

Kitzhaber notes, examined Harvard's "English A" to identify 

problems in composition and rhetoric. They "emphasized 

only one aspect of composition--mechanical correctness" 

("Rhetoric" 79). 

Instruction in Writing 

Actual writing instruction began sometime after 

1866. There is some question as to how much writing was 

assigned, and it very likely varied with the instructor and 

with the school. Kitzhaber says that before midcentury 

"there does not seem to have been much actual writing done 

by the students" ("Rhetoric" 52), and Earnest's explanation 

of student studies at Yale suggests that recitation 

dominated: "For three years he [the student] prepared each 

day an assigned number of lines on which he was required to 

recite." The same method dominated in study of literature, 
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logic, Latin and Greek. Upper-classmen at Brown in the 

1700s wrote "a Dispute every week," but they "memorized" 

them and performed them before the President and tutors who 

corrected them on the spot (Bronson 105). At Yale, under 

Timothy Dwight, compositions in English were required as 

well as compositions in the ancient languages. Students 

"were required, in daily rotation, to 'exhibit' 

compositions of various kinds, and submit them to the 

instructor's criticism,," and sometimes to "hand in a copy 

of [a] • • • declamation 'fairly written '" (Cuningham 239) • 

But Dwight still didn't emphasize writing. He "got them 

[students] to practice elocution, heard them read their 

competitions, and offered a 'valuable book' as a prize for 

the best one (Earnest 91). By 1832, according to Samuel 

Eliot Morison, students were "writing a certain number of 

English essays called 'forensics,' in which the pros and 

cons of a question were discussed. Underclassmen had to 

write 'themes,' which were simply essays" (261). In the 

1860s, at Yale, students read their compositions aloud--the 

compositions themselves were part of "preparation for the 

exciting public oratorical displays • • • writing 

competitions were closely tied to oratory" (G. Graff 43). 

In an "early course in English" in 1873, at Harvard, 

students wrote themes on.subjects chosen from works such as 

Shakespeare and Scott (G. Graff 44). 
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But regardless of the number of compositions 

assigned, a common claim is that composition was not being 

taught--the assigning of written work and the teaching of 

how to write are two different creatures. until the 

nineteenth century, the dominant educational theory was 

based on the "idea of mental discipline," and the best 

education was considered that which "offered the best 

opportunities for rigorous drill and that stressed 

generalizations thought to be universally useful" 

(Kitzhaber, "Rhetoric" 2). In composition, this meant 

memorization, imitation and paraphrasing, at first of 

classical texts in Greek and Latin, and later of English 

texts. It also meant close analysis of a literary texto 

When English became the language of the classroom, the 

methods of teaching languages were simply transferred to 

teaching English, and not with the best results. Earnest 

states that the "scientific course" in English was 

essentially the traditional current one, with the 

sUbstitution of Anglo-Saxon and modern languages for Latin 

and Greek (141). He quotes from the Lafayette catalogue 

to describe the studying of English in this "traditional 

manner" : 

An English classic is taken up. The text is minutely 

analyzed, the idioms explored, and synonyms weighed; 

the mythology, biography, history, metaphysics, 
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theology, geography, are all looked up. The rhetorical 

laws of English composition, and the principles of 

epic, and dramatic art are applied to Milton, 

Shakespeare and the other English classics, line by 

line. (qtd. in Earnest 142) 

Kitzhaber says that in teaching English we simply switched 

from learning a foreign language to correcting a native 

one. 

Too, the shift to the rhetorics of George Campbell, 

Hugh Blair, and Richard Whately apparently did not lead to 

much writing instruction within the classroom. writing was 

assigned--James L. Golden and Edward P. J. Corbett state 

that "the practice of assigning expository, persuasive and 

entertaining speeches or themes adheres to Campbell's 

discussion on the ends of discourse" (17)--but in teaching, 

writing was still an abstraction. Berlin describes the 

change as follows: "Instead of producing discourse, 

students were expected to memorize the rhetorical 

principles governing discourse" (Writing 31). Under Blair, 

whose first love was literature, students would read the 

best writers, listen to the best speakers, and attempt to 

emulate and surpass (his first choice for rhetorical master 

is Quintilian, followed by Aristotle and Cicero). He 

assigned colorful essay topics. But in his rhetoric, he 

proposes as methods of learning to speak and write, the 
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familiar methods of reading and imitating. To acquire a 

style, for example, he states that the "frequent practice 

of composing is indispensably necessary," and that "no 

rules will answer the end, without exercise and habit" 

(84). The most important exercise, however, is a most 

familiar one: "no exercise • • • will be found more useful 

for acquiring a proper style, than to translate some 

passages from an eminent English author, into our own 

words" (85). 

Of the three, whately, although he held oratory 

above written composition, most stresses written 

composition. He rather vehemently attacks the type of 

exercises common in the schools, and his attack reveals the 

kind of work being assigned: "[writers] will often ••• 

have formed a habit of stringing together empty common

places, and vapid declamations,--of multiplying words and 

spreading out the matter thin,--of composing in a stiff, 

artificial, and frigid manner" (293). He has separate 

sections on "Exercises in Composition," "Choice of Subjects 

for the Composition of Exercises," "Effects Often Resulting 

from Exercises," "Drawing up Outlines." He suggests the 

students choose topics close to them, interesting to them, 

about which they know something, that they then make a 

proposition, and that they outline the essay in a rough 

form, allowing themselves freedom to change their minds 
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(291-293). The essay itself, however, is an entity the 

student constructs. The teacher's main responsibility, as 

Berlin notes, is the correcting of style. Whately suggests 

that the teacher, lIafter pointing out any faults in the 

learner's exercise, and making him alter or re-write it, if 

necessary, then put before him a composition on the same 

subject written by himself, or by some approved writer 

••• 11 (295). While the student, Berlin notes, might be 

given suggestions for introductions and conclusions, and be 

told to adapt his message to the audience, he was given no 

instructions for doing so ••• 11 (Writing 74). 

Practice in composition was more common in literary 

societies where students lIoften read and criticized papers 

written by members II (Kitzhaber IIRhetoricll 53). The 

societies, Earnest states, allowed students to IIsupplement 

the curriculum in • • • English, including American, 

literature, and creative writingll (90), gave them a chance 

to fulfill their lIurge to write ll (95), and, along with 

literary publications, provided to college students IImost 

of their • • • education in writing and in the literature 

of their own language (101). Rudolph says these 

IIcompositions themselves were designed as exploration of 

self, excursions of a contemplative nature II and were 

IIcorrected • • • for grammar and spellingll by senior 
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members. (Curriculum 96). Of the same period, Berlin says 

students did • • • prepare themes and declamations 

students continued to deliver and publish 

commencement day theses, for example, and these display 

considerable accomplishment. Students were 

learning to speak and write because they were writing 

and speaking in informal debating societies, as well as 

in the classes requiring the translation of ancient 

texts. (Writing 32) 

Students at the University of Indiana in the 1830s "learned 

to express themselves in the written essays required of 

society members • • • • [Such] literary society halls were 

regarded as secluded islands where members, within certain 

bounds, could cast off the parental tether of the faculty 

and feel free to express themselves" (Clark 170). These 

societies began to disappear after midcentury, Kitzhaber 

states, and the "chief reason" was that "colleges slowly 

began to make more adequate provisions for instruction in 

literature and written composition" ("Rhetoric" 53). 

More focused and practical instruction within the 

classroom came with the works of Alexander Bain, whose text 

set the pattern for a "host of American rhetorics" that 

would copy or extend on his suggestions for teaching 

composition. Bain stressed 
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teaching composition in four phases--word, sentence, 

paragraph, and essay; dividing for teaching purposes, 

discourse into the now familiar description, narration, 

exposition and argument; asserting that style should 

exhibit clarity, force, and economy; and insisting that 

organization manifest unity and coherence throughout. 

(Rodd 63) 

Bain's text, and those of his disciples, appeared on the 

scene in close proximity to the beginning of composition 

classes and thus afforded methodology for the era when 

practice would make perfect, and quantity be evidence, for 

some, of quality. Kitzhaber states that by the end of the 

century, the "scope" of rhetoric "became increasingly more 

narrow, confined finally by the end of the century to 

practical rules to guide written composition--and, more 

often than not, only the more mechanical aspects of this" 

("Rhetoric" 123). Varnum describes the emphasis as "a 

pedagogical obsession with the mechanics of composition" 

(151). 

Interestingly, Bain himself, writing in 1887, was 

suspect of composition as it appeared in textbooks and was 

practiced in the classroom. While he could see some points 

in favor of "essay writing," he felt that "themes . . . 
work better in knowledge "classes, where a subject has been 

studied" (27) and was against the then-current practice of 



lIa class of twenty to forty, all subjected to a common 

drill, where the teacher must prescribe some definite and 

very limited taskll (28). 
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Even though composition was a relatively new study, 

and instructional methods a matter of disagreement, by the 

late 1800s written exams, exercises, and themes were 

common. In 1892, at Harvard, limen wrote long themes ••• 

every two weeks and a one page theme every dayll (Rodd 73, 

citing Phelps). William Lyon Phelps, as an assistant 

teacher, was grading approximately 800 themes a week. 

Frank Norris described the types of themes written in 

lIadvanced English programs ll during his career at the 

University of California in 1890-94: 

The student has learned to write 'themes' and 'papers' 

in the true academic style, which is to read some dozen 

textbooks and encyclopedia articles ora the subject, and 

to make over the results in his own language. He has 

reduced the writing of 'themes' to a system. (G. Graff 

103) 

In a twenty-year span, the writing of composition had moved 

from a new study to a known system--quite a change in a 

period which the teaching of composition was still ~uspect, 

and when the coming prevailing attitude was expressed by 

the infamous Harvard Committee: It is a IIlittle less than 

absurd to suggest that any human being who can be taught to 
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merely the habit of talking with the pen instead of with 

the tongue" (qtd. in Kitzhaber, "Rhetoric" 75). 

Written Examinations 
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About ten years after the first requirement for 

facility in English appeared--and before an English 

composition course had been created--written examinations 

began to replace oral examinations "first at Yale and 

Harvard and then increasingly elsewhere" (Rudolph, 

curriculum 146). The first record of such an examination 

was in 1833, Smallwood says, "found in a mathematical 

report" (15), but an 1827 Harvard report indicates that 

written exercises were part of the exam before then. The 

students in the Sophomore class were "to write exercises in 

present of the Committee and to translate sentences ex 

tempore from a foreign language into their own and vice 

versa" (Smallwood 19). Morison, too, reports that a 

written essay was part of an earlier Harvard exam, 1791, 

but the essay was in Latin (177). 

At any rate, the annual and biennial oral 

examinations before an examining committee, and before the 

public, a practice which.had prevailed since the Middle 

Ages, were supplanted by first annual and biennial written 
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examinations, then by more frequent ones. The first 

requirement for an annual written exam was at Harvard, in 

1857; overseers attended the examination, but since the 

IIpapers [were] ••• set and marked by the instructors,1I 

the outside committee served only lias proctors II (Morison 

299). 
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The basis for changing to written examinations 

seemed sound. written examinations were more in keeping 

with the trend toward organizing education and solidifying 

standards. They IIwere a more serious test of a student's 

literary skill,1I since they allowed a IIbasis of comparative 

judgment and a measure of standards not possible when a 

class was taken man by man." They were also "a more 

revealing test of the quality of the course and of the 

instructor" (Rudolph, Curriculum 146). As they led to 

IIprivate examinations by the instructor," they also 

IIpermitted instructors, if they chose, to devote many hours 

to actual teaching that would formerly have been consumed 

in ascertaining [orally] whether smith and Jones had got 

their lessons II (Morison 299-300). 

But this change in the examination system was 

immediately controversial. At the very beginning of the 

IInow familiar blue-books and 'finals'li (Morison 299), a 

"Professor Sophocles" at Harvard made a dramatic stand. 

According to Morison, he 
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wasn't fair to mark a man down if he had done well in 

recitations; and if his examination papers were a 

conspicuous improvement over daily marks, the student 

must have cheated! (299) 
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Hi's complaints anticipate those that would appear more 

often as the practice continued. When written examinations 

were required of the Medical School students, Harvard's Dr. 

Bigelow, professor of surgery, felt the requirement would 

be disastrous, but for the program more than for the 

students: 

He actually proposes • • • to have written examinations 

for the degree of doctor of medicine. I had to tell 

him that he knew nothing about the quality of the 

Harvard medical students' more than half of them can 

barely write. Of course they can't pass written 

examinations. (Eliot, Harvard 28). 

According to Gerald Graff, Noah Porter "attacked Eliot's 

Harvard and White's Cornell for introducing written exams 

and replacing recitation with lectures and discussion 

classes II because "'enforced recitation' was crucial in 

training students to the power and habit of successfully 

concentrating and controlling his powers" (32). These 

complaints reveal quite mixed concerns, some for the 
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individual, some for the administration, some for the 

method. 

other complaints were perhaps less dramatically 

expressed, but they indicate areas of concern that were to 

remain for some time. Smallwood notes the following 

problems: students were no longer judged by an outside, 

impartial group; teachers were no longer examined; students 

could cram for a written exam; time had to be considered in 

the evaluation of a student's work (22-35). 

The most familiar complaint, however, is that 

written examinations created a situation that would both 

pressure the students into cheating and allow them to do 

so: 

A third evil which pertains to these examinations is 

found in the fact that they involve the publication of 

the papers of each year. The almost inevitable result 

of this fact is that the person whose duty it is to 

prepare the papers for a succession of years is 

impelled to make each new paper more difficult than the 

old ones, and more minute and special in its details-

in a word more puzzling to the student. The result, so 

far as the student is concerned, is likely to be, in 

greater or less degree, what it is in England--where 

resort is had to coaches who are supposed, by reason of 

long experience, to be able to form an accurate 
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judgment as to the general character of the questions 

which may probably be presented--or that the student 

attempts to accomplish the same thing for himself by a 

comparison of a series of papers of different years. 

All this is certainly as far removed from the ability-

or the acquisition of the ability--to command 

immediately, and at a moment's call, one's whole 

knowledge of a subject as anything can well be. 

(Yale President's Reports. 1898, qtd. in Smallwood 40) 

Almost one hundred years later, in the current literature 

of today, we see many of these concerns reappearing, 

connected with grading in general, and with the grading of 

writing in particular. 

Grading 

Grading, in the sense of awarding numerical or 

letter value to students and their work, was relatively new 

in the last half of the nineteenth century, and it was far 

from a settled issue. In fact, if ever educators wanted to 

institute a practice they did not know how to handle, the 

nineteenth century was that time, and grading that 

practice. The seminal work of Mary Smallwood has given us 

a broad picture of the history of grading in this country, 

and describes a constantly changing scene as educators 
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students' work. 
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The old systems of determining students' rank were 

by social status, by the alphabet (Morison 104) and by the 

date of entrance (Rudolph American 119). Judgment of their 

academic work supposedly was reflected in their position at 

commencement services, an annual event. During the 

academic year, evaluation of the students' work came from 

discussions among their teachers and tutors. We have to 

recall that students and faculty in colonial colleges were 

a close-knit group. The first president of Harvard was the 

sole instructor and of only four students. In 1719, when 

the Connecticut Assembly Upper House staffed Yale, they 

granted one rector and one tutor (Connecticut Assembly, Act 

CIII; Dexter 194). In 1710, Yale graduated ten men (Dexter 

158). At Harvard, according to Morison, the largest 

graduating class before the Revolution was 63, and Morison 

adds that the graduating class was not that large again 

until 1810 (102). Students often presented their work-

oral presentations--before their tutor and the college 

President, so every teacher was fairly aware of a student's 

competencies in any area. Too, even after 1767 when 

teachers began to specialize, every teacher, including 

tutors, taught "Rhetoric, Elocution and English 

Composition, in accordance," Morison says, "with the 
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excellent principle that everyone should teach English no 

matter what other subject he taught" (96). As class size 

grew, and tutors were hired, the tutors reported on the 

students' progress. At Harvard, students were promoted and 

demoted "on their tutor's report of their industry and 

ability" (Morison 32). According to Rudolph, at Yale no 

record was kept of a student's classroom recitation 

performance until sometime after 1825, when the tutor kept 

"a little black book for recording the record of the 

performance" (Curriculum 89, citing Kingsley 504-05). 

In the nineteenth century, numerous and varied 

marking systems began to appear and reappear. On the one 

hand they were an attempt to motivate students (Rudolph, 

American 288), and on the other hand an attempt to be 

objective and "fair" (Lunsford 6), to "lessen bias" 

(Smallwood 43). By the end of the century, a variety of 

systems coexisted, as evident by the chart in Appendix A. 

The two marking systems coming together in the 

grading of student's work, the actual concrete work, were 

descriptive adjectives and numerical scales. The first 

indication of a scale, Smallwood says, was descriptive 

adjectives, the four terms used in Ezra stile's Yale in 

1783. She cites his diary entry noting that of the fifty 

eight students examined, there were "Twenty Optimi, sixteen 

second Optimi, 12 Inferiores (Boni), ten Pejores" (42). 
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Ohmer Milton says these categories were "modification of a 

much earlier English system of Rigorisi, Transibiles, and 

Gratiosi (or Honor Men, Pass Men, and Charity Passes) and a 

fourth--Unmentionables" (Making 3). The correlation 

between four terms and four numerical values may be 

coincidental, Smallwood says, but Milton sees the first 

descriptive adjectives as the origin of the letter system 

soon to appear. (This is perhaps of minor importance here, 

but interesting because the letter systems which are now 

converted into numbers were originally connected with 

descriptive adjectives as well, and thus can be seen as an 

attempt to combine both methods.) 

Other descriptive adjectives or phrases were used 

among educators themselves and in reports sent home to 

students' parents. At William and Mary, in a report 

Smallwood refers to as "typical," young men in the top 

(number 1) category were described as "orderly and 

attentive and have made the most flattering improvement"; 

those in the 4 (low) position were evaluated as follows: 

"They have learnt little or nothing and we believe on 

account of escapaid and Idleness." The report included 

separate discussions of their attainment in the "moral 

class" (William and Mary Faculty Reports, qtd. in Smallwood 

44). In Mount Holyoke's 1898 reports, each young lady's 

work in various classes (rhetoric, chemistry, etc.) was 
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rated in descriptive terms such as "Improving but poor," 

"Good," "Faithful,U "Sleepy but improving," "Poor," 

"Desperate" (qtd. in Smallwood 53). (Determining if such 

charming terms as "desperate" were applied only to women is 

a necessary research, if someone hasn't already done so.) 

Numerical scales began to appear sometime after 

1810. Smallwood dates their origin as 1813 with Yale's 

introduction of marking on "a scale of 4, using decimals" 

(43). Morison, speaking of Harvard, states that "marks had 

begun as a result of the reform of 1825," and that either 

in 1826 or shortly thereafter the Quincy Corporation 

required a daily mark on the scale of 8 for each 

recitation, subject to disciplinary deductions such as: 

absence from Sunday chapel, 16; cutting a required 

theme, forensic, or declamation, 32. Quincy had each 

instructor's and monitor's report sent up to him 

weekly, and himself totted up every student's credits. 

(260) 

This was the "Scale of Merit," referred to by Morison as 

"horrible." Under this and similar merit scales, poor 

behavior could cost a student "earned credit on the 

intellectual scale of merit" (Smallwood 70). A former 

student of Harvard, Robert Grant, writes that in 1871 he 

"from time to time" was sent notices such as the following: 

"A deduction of 32 is marked against Grant, Soph., on the 
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weekly return of February 4th, for inattention and disorder 

at Italian exercise ••• (219). 

Reports of such demerits were also sent to the 

parents. Grant's father was advised that 

At the last meeting of the Faculty it was voted 

that your son, Robert, be publicly admonished for 

twenty-two unexcused absences from prayers (Grant 220). 

This system of ranking students, Grant says, was one of the 

two top grievances held by students. The other grievance 

was "compulsory morning prayers" (219). 

Gradually, toward the end of the century, numerical 

scales reflected more and more the student's intellectual 

achievements and behavior. As the old system left, Morison 

says, the "gulf between students and faculty began to 

narrow" (402). The scale of merit demerit did not totally 

disappear, however, at least not according to Milton, 

writing in 1986: "today, over 100 years later, on most 

campuses grades are altered for such conduct as cutting 

classes, being late with papers, cheating, and so on" 

(Mak:i.ng 7). 

Letter grades appeared in the last part of the 

century. Milton dates their origin in about 1837, when 

"mathematics and philosophy marked on a basis of 100 points 

and grouped them into ••• five categories" (Making 4). 

But actual letter grading appeared about fifty years later. 
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Smallwood states that the "first allusion to use of letters 

other than abbreviations" was in 1883, a "reference to a 

student having a mark of 'B' in the rank list" (51). In 

the late 1800s letter grading in the five categories of A, 

B, C, 12, .l was "gaining acceptance" (Milton Making 7). As 

we neared the 1900s, everything was being used somewhere, 

but soon letter grading would supplant most of the other 

systems, and dominate in the twentieth century. 

Important here is that faculty in general weren't 

completely satisfied with the marking system, even from its 

very beginning, even before discussions about grading 

essays began. Milton says that "faculty discussions about 

the symbols ABC D F are remarkably similar in tone and 

content to those • • • today" and gives as an example (from 

Smallwood) a statement in Harvard records that 

Some frankly admitted that it was impossible to get 

within 5 or 10 percent of absolute exactness; others 

were so delicately constituted that they could 

distinguish between fractions of one percent. One 

instructor •••• sometimes assigned marks less than 

zero (italics in the original). (Milton Making 5, 

citing Smallwood 53). 

The entire comment, however, better reveals not only the 

similarities Milton notes, but also the combining and 

interworking of the numerical and letter systems. 
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The marking system • • • has been overhauled and 

reduced to the least obnoxious condition. Formerly, the 

maximum mark for any recitation was eight; the students 

were ranked for the year on a scale of 100, but, though 

the scale was the same, no two instructors agreed in 

their use of it. • • • One instructor was popularly 

supposed to possess a marking Dlmachine" • 

In each of their courses students are now divided 

into five groups, called A, B, C, D, E: ••• To 

graduate, a student must have passed in all his 

courses, and have stood above the group D in at least 

one-fourth of his college work; and for the various 

grades of the degree, honors, honorable mention, etc.; 

similar regulations are made • • •• (qtd. in 

Smallwood 53, citing Thayer.) 

The comment Milton notes seems more likely to be about the 

numerical scale than the letter scale, but one can't be 

certain. Evident, though, is that the two were merging in 

the form we use today, and that teachers were already 

experiencing difficulties with the system. 

The records of the universities examined by 

Smallwood reflect the educators' concerns with uniformity, 

subjectivity, and the appropriateness of even ranking a man 

at all. Harvard referred to their marking system as one 

"which made too fine distinctions, and undertook to compare 
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results which were in reality not comparable (Annual Report 

Qf the President of Harvard 1885 9, qtd. in Smallwood 102), 

and stated that the marking system was contributing to 

"inequalities • • • arising from different degrees of work 

required in different courses, and from different standards 

of marking perused by different instructors • • • (Harvard 

Faculty Records Vol. 1884-1887 February 1, 1886; qtd. in 

Smallwood 98). 

Those educators also expressed concern that a 

student "might choose courses more with reference to the 

marks to be received than to the educational value of the 

instruction," as a result of the fact that "different 

instructors inevitably mark on different scales" (Reports 

to the Overseers 2-3, qtd. in Smallwood 84). Browning, in 

1888, also worried that students might care less about 

learning for its own sake. The modern schoolboy's 

path of virtuous progress is marked out with fences and 

sign-posts, the road is macadamized with guides and 

extract books, and made smooth and easy and 

examinations. Nothing is left to his own enterprise 

and ingenuity; he can always tell exactly where he is, 

and is sure to receive at the end of the measured mile 

the applause of his approving backers (214). 
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This last concern of educators did not initially 

appear justified, since the most common attitude toward 

grades--at least at Harvard--was one of disdain. At the 

turn of the century, a Harvard "slogan" was "e is the 

gentleman's grade" (Morison 440). Morison states that 

"academic honors, still largely based on course grades, 

were regarded with indifference by both students and 

public, and not even entered in the Quinquennial Catalogue" 

(441). The "gentleman's e," according to Percy Marks, was 

earned, but by "evasion of opportunity and responsibility" 

(137). Students would "actually boast of having passed a 

course by their God-given power of bluff" (136). The 

latter attitude, as we know, has continued; satisfaction 

with a "e" has not. 

Other major concerns did seem more justified, 

though no direct cause-effect relationship is here claimed. 

Educators had worried that the implementation of written 

examinations might result in cramming, and that both 

written examinations and grading might lead to cheating. 

By the early nineteen hundreds, 1902, "widow Nolen' and 

other private tutors organized a system of intensive 

cramming with printed notes, abstracts of required reading, 

and pre-examination reviews" (Morison 385). Frank Norris, 

describing his college days, stated that "The young man 
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• • • knows just where he can lay his hands upon some fifty 

to a hundred 'themes' written by the members of past 

classes (Norris; qtd. in G. Graff 103). 

Le Baron Russell Briggs, in Co1iege Life, 

discusses the common attitudes of students about cheating 

and writing, and some of his statements reveal 'the 

fulfilling of educators' worries. He mentions students who 

feel "if they need notes, t.hey can buy them later" (15), 

who "choose such studies only as they think they can pass 

with bought notes" (17) and the student "who has his themes 

written for him, or who cribs at examinations" 31). He 

devotes an entire chapter (essay) on "College Honor," in 

which he examines the "want of a fine sense of honor" in 

different areas of college life, one of which is "in the 

authorship of written work" (71). Briggs never, however, 

relates cheating to the pressure to attain a particular 

grade, but gives a broader reason: 

College dishonesty in written work is hard to 

eradicate, because rooted in impalpable tradition,-

that damaging tradition which exempts students from the 

ordinary rules of right living, and regards as venial, 

or even as humorous, acts intrinsically allied to those 

of the impostor, the forger and the thief (75). 

We can't know without further research if a cause-effect 

relationship did exist between the new practices of written 



102 

examinations and grading, but it seems fairly certain that 

both cramming and cheating--and particularly the latter-

began to take shape as major concerns at about the same 

time as the new practices took hol.d. 

Before concluding this discussion.of the emergence 

of grading in our institutions, I want to draw t~e reader's 

attention to the types of alternatives tried by various 

colleges. They are given on the chart referred to earlier, 

but easier to retain if grouped as a single topic. By the 

time the numerical and letter system began to prevail, 

institutions had attempted lengthy and brief descriptions 

of stUdents' attainment, numerical value of that work taken 

to fine percentages, letters depicting group level of work, 

and combinations of all the above. They had attempted to 

do away with ranking entirely, using only a pass-fail 

system. They had also, even in evaluating written work, 

attempted to maintain the outside-examiner system. In the 

following years, these systems will continue to be 

suggested as alternatives and sometimes attempted. They 

will especially appear in the sixties and in our own 

eighties. 

Conclusion 

At the end of the nineteenth century, universities 

were changing, new types of students entering, new courses 
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being offered, new methods of teaching any subject being 

tried. written work wasn't new, but "counting" it waso 

Ranking wasn't new, but the methods of doing so were, and 

they were suspect, right at the time more and more students 

were entering the university. Educators hadn't yet doubted 

their ability to find the right methods, and felt free to 

propose, sometimes glibly, their own choice of what should 

be taught, and how. And already, even before examining the 

attitudes of composition teachers toward the grading of 

their students' writing, we see a number of familiar 

controversies that later seem to rise from composition 

alone. 
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CHAPTER IV 

CORRECTING COMPOSITIONS: DIVIDED CAMPS AT THE BEGINNING 

To those of us who believe that teachers are for 

the most part people who want to teach and who have the 

welfare of their students in mind, the general descriptions 

of older grading practices present a paradox. What teacher 

could work closely with students, and then respond to their 

written efforts with only slashes and corrected spelling, 

punctuation and grammar? Did teachers actually grade only 

surface features? If so, why? What good motive could lead 

to such an undesirable end, at least undesirable in our 

modern perspective? 

The preceding chapter answers the puzzle in part: 

competency in written English became a requirement late in 

the 1800s, as written examinations revealed the lack of 

competency. Recognition of the need to educate students in 

the accepted use of their native language arose in a period 

when theories about learning had led teachers to offer 

concrete practice--and much of it--rather than or in 

addition to, abstract principles. Reams of essays were 

being required, while educators were still arguing over who 

was responsible for teaching English grammar--English at 
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the word and sentence level. The situation worsened, as 

Kitzhaber notes, "by sharp increases in college 

attendance," and "in the 1890s the whole situation came to 

a boil" ("Rhetoric" 72). The Harvard Report, as William 

Morton Payne says in his 1895 Teaching of English, made 

"English Instruction 

day" (12). 

. . • the 'burning question' of the 

In the last years of the nineteenth century, 

Freshman Composition was already so notorious that Payne 

refers to it as "bugbear." It was considered a horrendous 

burden, disastrous to the health of any teacher. The 

accounts of the paperload are numerous, familiar, and at 

this distance, humorous. According to William Lyon Phelps, 

for example, the office of Harvard's Barrett Wendell, "was 

filled with • • • compositions; they were allover the 

table and on the chairs, and when he lay down on the sofa, 

to get a little rest, he used a bunch of themes for a 

pillow" (Auto 252). Phelps himself "read and marked over 

seven hundred themes a week--most of them were short 

themes, but some were not... He says that he "never went to 

bed before midnight," and if he "were sick for two or three 

days, a substitute had to be found, for it was only by 

steady daily reading that • • • [he] could keep pace with 

the manuscripts pouring in like a flood, threatening to 

engulf me every day" (Teaching 118). Not all teachers 
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depict a near-cataclysmic situation as Phelps does, but 

most point to a demanding task that few teachers, if any, 

wanted. The situation helps explain why one might be 

tempted to correct only surface features, to slash at the 

most visible of flaws and be done with the essay in a 

moment. 

But we do a disservice to early educators if we 

don't look beyond the surface of what they were doing to 

what they were attempting to do. For that reason, here 

we'll examine some prominent educators' attitudes about the 

writing and correcting of themes. Barrett Wendell, Adam 

Sherman Hill, William Lyon Phelps, Lane Cooper and Fred 

Newton Scott were all central figures in the composition

grading controversy; and they are particularly suitable for 

this study in that, according to Berlin, each represents 

one of the three rhetorics vying for dominance at the turn 

of the century. What they have to say about composition 

and grading, and what others say about them, will provide 

some connection between theory and practice. 

Since the amount and sources of information on each 

of these educators vary, and since the writers do not 

always address the same issues or clearly separate the 

issues, a point-by-point comparison might omit too many 

important subtle distinctions or lead to too fine an 

interpretation. It seems best--both more accurate and 
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comparisons can be drawn from all the discussions. The 

reader can then judge the comparisons. 

Sherman Hill 

According to Berlin, the rhetorics of Harvard's 

Barrett Wendell and Adams Sherman Hill (1) "embodied" 

(writing 58) the 18th century rhetoric that became the 

current-traditional rhetoric which "takes the most 

mechanical features of Campbell, Blair, and Whately and 

makes them the sole concern of the writing teacher" 

(Writing 62). This strong statement--a damning one with 

our hindsight--seems an accurate description of Hill's 

approach to writing, Berlin's statement seems accurate. 
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Hill, who came to Harvard in 1872 at President 

Eliot's invitation (Kitzhaber, "Rhetoric" 99), obviously 

believed writing could be, and should be, taught. He was 

an ardent champion of a required English course at Harvard, 

and was "successful," creating Harvard's "English A," which 

Kitzhaber describes as "the parent of all later courses in 

freshman composition," and which lasted at Harvard until 

1951 ("Rhetoric" 101). 

The characteristics Hill considered important in 

writing are fairly well illustrated in an analysis of the 

1896 Harvard examinations in English. The analysis was 
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done by Elizabeth Aborn Withey at his request and he 

supports it, although he leaves the interpretation of the 

facts to the readers. Eight-hundred ninety-four candidates 

took the exam; 16.8 of them received higher than c: "1 

A, 2 B+, 13 B, 17 B-, .117 C+ ••• " (470). The 

painstakingly thorough analysis was of the following 

aspects of writing: Handwriting, spelling, punctuation, 

vocabulary, grammar, sentence structure, paragraphs. 

Overall, it is a kind analysis in comment and tone. 

Withey's good will is evident, as is her sense of humor: 

"One boy, who seems to be fond of the semicolon, puts it to 

very peculiar uses" (476). "The following passages show 

some of the perverted uses of the colon" (477). "Many 

words are put to strange uses: others are coined for the 

occasion. These have, certainly, the charm of freshness" 

(481). "In all the books, excepting the picked few of 

highest order, there is scarcely an expression which is 

vigorous without being slang, or fresh without being 

ludicrous" (479). The "cardinal sin," she reports, was the 

"violation of unity" (495). 

The types of flaws Withey notes are consistent with 

the emphasis in Hill's rhetorics (one can see why he might 

request the analysis). His rhetorics offer a rather 

particularized approach to writing. Ohmann, discussing the 

"debased modern form" of rhetoric that appears as "the 
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study of written composition," cites Hill's rhetoric as an 

example and quotes Hill's own words: "The foundations of 

rhetoric rest· upon grammar; for grammatical purity is a 

requisite of good writing" (Hill, Principles 1; Ohmann 99). 

Ohmann notes Hill's "fierce defense of a plain style" 

(126). 

Hill's later texts, Foundations of Rhetoric (1898) 

and Beginnings of Rhetoric and composition (1902) do all 

focus minutely on the word-sentence-paragraph levels of 

composition. In Foundations, for example, in part 1, book 

2, "Words to Choose," we find the following subcategories 

and distinctions of which the student writer must be aware: 

A Working Vocabulary 

Bookish or Living Words? 

Short or Long Words? 

Foreign Words and Phrases 

General or Specific Words? 

Literal or Figurative Words? (vii-viii) 

In part 2, "Sentences," book 1 "Sentences Good and Bad," 

section 3 "Clearness," we find the following: 

Importance of clearness 

Clearness as Affected by Choice of Words 

Clearness as Affected by Number of Words 

Clearness as Affected by Order (viii). 



Nine years later, in Beginnings, the sectioning of the 

outline has changed, but the order of study remains the 

same, and the study is equally as divided. Kitzhaber 
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"describes the text as "dogmatic in tone" ("Rhetoric" 102). 

Of course, that Hill taught from ground up does not 

necessarily mean that he graded only surface features, but 

there is no indication he considered anything else. Hill's 

method of correcting essays is described by Le Baron 

Briggs: [C]ommon sense ruthlessly applied; surgery; 

wounds which left scars, and at first, it may 

be, bitterness toward his operator. • • • No 

man could take the conceit out of a pupil more 

rapidly, or with more memorable phrasing. 

(qtd. in Kitzhaber, "Rhetoric" 99-100) 

Kitzhaber adds that "Briggs admired, however, Hill's 

shrewdness as a critic of student writing," and that 

Briggs' stated that "the first resentment of a student who 

had suffered under Hill's lash often changed later to 

'gratitude and affection' as the justice of the criticism 

became apparent" (qtd. in Kitzhaber, "Rhetoric" 100). Not 

all students came to such appreciation, though, as 

Kitzhaber notes. Students "sometimes hummed pleasant 

academic melodies while he [Hill] read a man's themes in 
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the classroom" (Brown Dean 51; qtd. in Kitzhaber, 

"Rhetoric" 100). Kitzhaber credits Hill's text as 

"valuable" to those teaches who were "inexperienced • • • 

or heavily burdened with paper correction, or those who 

have no particular interest in teaching composition, who 

look at it as something to be through as quickly and 

painlessly as possible II ("Rhetoric" 102). 

Barrett Wendell 

Barrett Wendell, in English composition, summarizes 

his methods of teaching and evaluating writing. The plan 

reveals the step-by-step, linear approach to writing, and 

reveals a similar approach to grading essays, considering 

first the words, then sentences, paragraphs, the whole 

composition, then the abstract qualities of clearness, 

force and elegance--the bases of Wendell's concept of style 

(1-4). 

Wendell's approach to teaching writing and to 

grading essays at first seems much like Hill's, but there 

is an important distinction. Wendell believed that 

correcting errors at the word and sentence level was 

crucial because only at those levels was revision usually 

done; larger parts of the essay--"paragraphs • • • 

chapters, •• and books" were "deliberately plan[ned]" and 

seldom needed revisions; the latter were subjects of 
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"prevision" (117). Surface details were not the most 

importan"t aspect of writing, but a first aspect, one that 

had to be dealt with in order to proceed to the real heart 

of writing. Thus the correcting of his students' writing 

was for Wendell a horrendous chore, one he felt duty-bound 

to do no matter how much he despised it. The teacher, 

dogmatize, lecture as he will about how things ought to 

be done, • • • finds his task, when he comes to 

criticize the work of his pupils, resolving itself into 

a form unpleasantly free from exhilaration. The 

greater part of his work consists in pointing out how 

in the choice of words and the composition of sentences 

his pupils have failed to produce the effects they had 

in mind. In other words, so far as teaching concerns 

words and sentences, it must confine itself chiefly to 

the correction of rooted and vicious habits, constantly 

strengthened by the inevitable carelessness of daily 

speech. (117) 

But once students are past this level, 

the experience of the teacher undergoes a refreshing 

change. In every-day life, pupils do not make 

paragraphs or wholes at all. There are no vicious 

habits, then, for teachers to unmake. A single lecture 

on principles will prove more fruitful than a course of 



instruction in the earlier stages of the art • • • • 

(117-119) 
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We could easily make of Wendell a word-surgeon, as 

Briggs described Hill. Wendell may not have always been 

exactly supportive and gentle with his students--Kitzhaber 

states that Wendell was "capable of telling a girl student 

who wrote in a theme, sincerely if unwisely, that she had 

come 'to sit at his feet and gather inspiration from his 

lips'--telling this girl she had written 'disgusting slop' 

and that he had never seen a woman make such a fool of 

herself in one page" (qtd. in Kitzhaber, "Rhetoric" 109). 

But Wendell's attitude toward his students' writing 

was likely--at least during the first years of his career-

far more favorable that it may seem. He wasn't locked to 

the surface of an essay, and was aware of the dangers if he 

were. He felt that "if [a] teacher or pupil keep himself 

down to the symbol alone, he sinks hopelessly into the 

depths of pedantry" (307), and obviously looked far beneath 

the surface when he read his students' work. When he 

speaks of the great "masters" of the past, he sees that 

even "the noblest expression of the noblest art" is not as 

great as the "great, infinite expanse of truth that the 

masters strive to express" (303). He values his students' 

writing as an attempt to express the truth. His sentiments 
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are here quoted in length in order not to undercut in any 

way his attitude toward his students and their writing: 

without something of this in mind, I could never have 

faced the dreary work of professional teaching that has 

almost insensibly become the work of my life. Year 

after year I must plod through ream upon ream of 

manuscripts that college students write in an effort to 

learn how to make themselves writers. Bewildering, 

depressing, maddening, debasing, I should have found 

this work years ago, but for the growing conviction, 

which strengthens as the years go by, that the meanest 

of these works, if we will only let ourselves see it 

truly, is a very marvelous thing. Careless, 

thoughtless, reckless as these boys so often are, the 

most careless, the most thoughtless, the most reckless 

of all, has put before me an act of that creative 

imagination for which, as I have said to you before, 

one can find no lesser word than divine. All 

unknowing, and with the endless limitations of weakness 

and perversity, he has looked for himself into that 

great world of immaterial reality which, just as he 

knows it, no other human being can ever know; and with 

the strange, lifeless conventions we call words he has 

made some image of what he has known in that world 

which is all his own; and that image begins by and by 



to arouse within me some conception of what life has 

meant to him. (303-04) 
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Here we see a man quite different from one we would expect 

to "embody" the current-traditional rhetoric that pays 

attention only to the surface details of students' writing; 

and one quite different from the man Wallace Douglas 

describes as wanting lito develop a composing process that 

will produce themes that can be given 'a hasty categorical 

analysis' rather than be the means whereby young people can 

use their language toward growth in their thought" (21; 

qtd. in Halloran 172). Wendell goes on to defend the 

teaching of composition, a work "that seems to most men so 

dull," as "work that may rightly claim a place in any 

system of education, no matter how high it hold its head" 

(306) • 

In Payne's survey of English courses, Wendell 

details fairly closely the writing requirements at Harvard 

in 1893-94 and stresses criticism, conferences, and 

revision: 

in the courses in composition, prescribed and elective 

alike, little importance is attached to theoretical 

knowledge of rhetoric as distinguished from constant 

practice in writing under the most minute practicable 

criticism. (47) 
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He does seem to distinguish the type of "practicable 

criticism" applicable at each level, and to reserve 

"prevision" and conferences only for those in elective 

English courses. Students in the prescribed Freshman 

English were "required to write summaries • • • [and] a 

composition ••• once a week." The latter were to be 

"~arefully criticized by the teachers," but here Wendell 

doesn't mention any outside-class contact with the teacher 

or any revision. Sophomore themes, however, were not only 

"carefully criticized by teachers," but also "generally 

rewritten" (45). For students in the elective English 

course, teachers held "office hours--quite distinct from 

regular classroom appointments--averaging five hours a 

week" for the purpose of discussing themes "in person" with 

the teacher (47). The freshman text, Hill's principles of 

Rhetoric, may also indicate the type of criticism freshmen 

received. 

Still, Wendell did not condone shallow criticism, 

as evidenced by his concern, mentioned earlier, over the 

effects of paying attention to "the symbol alone." In The 

Mystery of Education (1909), he condemns the mindless 

reading of a student's work as an "abortive" "distortion of 

human nature" (92). He recalls the guilty colleague as 

follows: 
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I have known a professor, in one of our older colleges, 

who had to correct hundreds of themes a month, who was 

said to do so with punctilious accuracy, and who has 

been heard to assert that the one circumstance which 

enabled him to preserve his reason through this 

arduously obscure career was that he could read themes 

punctiliously for hours without any consciousness of 

what either he or they were about. By some 

dispensation of divine grace he could put to sleep all 

but the theme-reading faculty which had nearly become 

to him, at least professionally, the only visible end 

and aim of tediously despairing earthly life. (91-92) 

His own method, as shown in "Notes" (See Appendix B), was 

not only to consider more and more complex steps as the 

course progressed, but to have students learning to 

critique in the same fashion. Berlin interprets Wendell's 

description as follows: "He [Wendell] even encouraged 

student editorial groups, charging them with the task of 

seeking out errors in superficial correctness, once again 

introducing efficiency" (Writing 74). But Wendell required 

students to spend an hour criticizing another's work by the 

same criteria by which he would grade, and in increasing 

levels of importance. For example, once Wendell had 

covered the material in the text, "for the rest of the 
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year" students would be "regularly required every fortnight 

to make a complete analysis of one another's themes" (2). 

This included surface details, yes, but it also included 

the style of the "Whole composition," and the qualities of 

style--"clearness, force, elegance." And the student was 

to make "general remarks" (3). Considering this scheme 

along with his general stance on the importance of 

"correcting" a student's work, it is difficult to believe 

that he charged his students to look only for "superficial" 

matters, as Berlin seems to claim. 

Wendell also addresses grade inflation in The 

Mystery of Education. He describes the case of a female 

teacher penalized for "unflinchingly definite marks or 

grades" that reflected her "high standard of instruction." 

If no one earned a grade higher than average, no "grades of 

special commendation were returned." She was instructed 

"to give the best pupil in any class the highest mark 

allowed by the scale • • • and to grade the others 

according to this fortuitous standard." When she did not 

do so, "she was presently removed to a position of less 

dignity" (20-21). Wendell obviously admired her 

determination to judge writing quality by her standards, 

rather than by what a scale dictated, even if she had to go 

against the administration in order to do so. 
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Wendell's attitude toward students may have become 

harsher in the thirteen years between his two books. In 

Mysterv of Education, he says that "a student who emerges 

from a course of earnest instruction in English composition 

with perceptibly, or at least with incontestably, firmer 

command of his pen for general purposes than he had to 

begin with, has hardly yet had the benevolence to cross my 

path" (47). He was apparently also distressed about 

education in general. He found a low quality of education 

everywhere, "in literature, in history, in philosophy," and 

wondered that from such schools came the new teachers who 

were "charged with the task of instructing younger human 

beings in subjects so far from mastered by themselves" 

(Mystery 47-48). He says "one sadly recalls the story of 

the student who made pilgrimage to a celebrated institution 

of learning, for the purpose of sitting at somebody's feet, 

and complained that, alas, he could find no feet to sit at" 

(Mystery 49). 

Lane Cooper 

Lane Cooper was Professor of the English Language 

and Literature at Cornell, but also taught courses at the 

University of Illinois, Stanford University, and the 

University of California (v). According to Berlin, 

Cooper's Cornell represented the transcendental theory, 
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locating reality.beyond the physical world--"The business 

of education was to enable students to see beyond the 

material to the ideal" (Rhetoric 44). Writing was a search 

for truth, and thus could not be taught, although the 

student could be guided toward the truth. 

Obviously displeased with composition courses in 

general, Cooper in 1909 presented a paper, "The Teaching of 

Composition," to the Modern Language Association of 

America, expressly to "direct the attention of teachers of 

English, and particularly those who are concerned with 

classes in written composition, to certain underlying 

principles that should govern the practice of requiring 

themes or essays from the immature" (72). His attitudes 

about correcting are subsumed under his larger purpose, 

which seems very clear--to do away with daily theme 

writing. His comments reveal a number of other 

controversies, too, not all of them tied specifically to 

composition. Cooper was an elitist, representative of a 

"rhetoric of liberal culture" that "was aristocratic and 

openly distrustful of democracy" (Berlin 44). And the 

opening of his presentation, in wording and tone, mark him 

also a proponent of classical education in its traditional 

form: 

Like the 'cultural value' of the classics, the 

teaching of English composition is a large subject for 
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consideration within narrow limits. Properly amplified 

the subject would involve some treatment of various 

other topics, among them the gradual decline of 

interest in the disciplines of Greek and Latin, which 

have been essential to the development of English style 

in the past; and the concomitant popular demand for a 

kind of education in the vernacular which shall 

directly liberate the utterance of the masses, rather 

than produce a body of learned men whose paramount 

influence might elevate and sustain the standards of 

taste and good usage. (72) 

In a later address, Cooper expands more fully his stance on 

"equal opportunity": 

[N]ot everyone has the same right to an education in 

the vernacular. An idiot, for example has not the same 

right as a genius, nor in general have those who are 

below the average in capacity or attainments the same 

right as those who are above it (95). 

While this statement somewhat softens his earlier 

one, his attitudes about the requirements for a teacher of 

English again reflect his belief that only a particular set 

of Americans were worthy of positions in his profession, 

those who not only spoke correctly, but also thought 

correctly. The teacher not only had to have extensive 
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training in classical literature, but also to have been 

raised from childhood reading and hearing proper English: 

"It is almost indispensable that he come from a family and 

home where good books are read and good custom is observed 

in speaking." He totally discounts that training can 

replace upbringing, and feels that while "late-Iearners may 

have their use in the teaching of other subjects, they will 

not do for English." "Mere rules," he says," cannot 

rectify a vicious tendency in one's mode of utterance . . . 
[or] change one's mental disposition ll (92). 

Given Cooper's theoretical camp, it's not 

surprising that he felt that oral expression was more 

important than written, and that the study of literature 

was the proper concern of an English course. He questioned 

if lithe art of written composition should be taught at 

all," since "speech is more intimately connected than 

writing • • • with that precision of thought and feeling 

which is the basis of all good style," and questioned again 

if "all persons, or all the persons in any group, should 

obtain an equal opportunity for self-expression, whether in 

writing or otherwise II (77). 

Students should write very little, but what they 

did should be rewritten over and over, as had been done by 

the masters. The exercises themselves should be primarily 

imitating and paraphrasing of the masters (81-82). To 
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Cooper, the "practic,e of written composition" was of value 

only if it could be "a means of imparting insight" (79), 

particularly insight into the "best traditions of English 

literature" (80). Its only other purpose would be to 

"test" if a student has "gained an appreciation of any 

particular subject" (79) 

Cooper's argument against the correcting of essays 

thus rises from his argument against writing in general, 

and particularly the daily theme which he felt led to 

essays of no substance and to too much emphasis on surface 

details instead of correct thought. 

In 1913, nine years after Cooper presented "The 

Teaching of written Composition," he delivered an address 

on "The Correction of Papers," in which he defines 

"correction of papers"--not surprisingly--as the 

"straightening, or normalization, of one personality by 

another, through the instrumentality of truth expressed in 

language" (88). Again he stresses the priority of speech 

over writing since "speech lies closer to the personality 

we wish to correct than does writing" and advises that "the 

student read many of his exercises aloud in class" (89). 

Cooper's attitude toward essay-writing had not 

changed, but he still details the rights and duties of the 

teachers and students in the correction of essays, and is 

careful to give both the responsibilities of the teacher 
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and the student. Teachers should have a systematic order 

in teaching. First, they should "restrict the subject

matter of • • • courses to the field [they are] • • • 

supposed to know." They should choose what will interest 

them, yet be within the "capacity" of the students, and 

they should assign exercises that "deal with successive 

parts" of the subject matter (91). They should 

let the correction of papers, like any other 

educational device, be at all times subservient to the 

end ••• in view, namely, to convert unfed, 

unorganized, unsensitive minds into minds that are 

well-nourished, orderly, and sensitive. otherwise, 

• • • [they] may continue an unceasing strife with the 

external signs of illiteracy, and never touch the inner 

seat of the weakness and disease. (92) 

He advises that the "correction of a theme or essay should 

begin with the sources of information • • • [and] end with 

the details of usage." The most serious flaw a student can 

commit is "undertak[ing] to write upon a subject of which 

he knows nothing," and for such an attempt he must receive 

"the first and sharpest of censures" (90). 

Cooper's overall attitude about education, and 

specifically about essay-writing, suggests that he would be 

harsh in responding to students' work. But his careful 

delineation of the rights of a student whose work is being 
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corrected leaves the opposite impression. students have 

the right "to the best kind of correction" (95), to small 

classes 'of "fifteen or ten" (96), to read their work 

before people they know "as individuals" (97), not to be 

required "to read books too rapidly or to compose too many 

themes" (97), and to "sympathetic treatment" (98). "The 

wise and symp~thetic teacher," Cooper says, "is likely to 

suppress something like five out of six impulses to 

chastise a fault. "(98). He gives as models 

Quintilian and Jonson, and this attitude toward correcting 

seems to reflect theirs. 

William Lyon Phelps 

Another prominent composition teacher, and one very 

outspoken on both essay-writing and correcting of essays, 

is William Lyon Phelps. Berlin places him with Cooper, in 

the "liberal-culture aristocratic" rhetoric, but Phelps is 

not easily kept within such a definition. He was a 

student, colleague, and intimate friend of Harvard's 

Barrett Wendell (Auto 249). At Harvard during the same 

period were Adam Sherman Hill and Le Baron Briggs. While 

Phelps began his career at Harvard, where the current

traditional objective theory became the model for most 

schools, his personal preference was for Yale. Too, he 



126 

changes his views about composition, and thus is for a time 

in more than one camp or in none. 

Phelps, like Cooper, stressed the study of 

literature, but unlike Cooper did not emphasize ancient 

texts or languages. He found Greek and Latin a struggle, 

though he felt that had content been stressed, he would 

have enjoyed them: "At the end of all these years of 

patient and continuous study, I could not for the life of 

me read one page of easy Latin or Greek at sight" (Teaching 

54); "I had no idea that Caesar wrote sense: I thought he 

wrote only sentences" (Teaching 56). 

Phelps seems much like Cooper in his attitude 

toward language, too. He devotes a chapter of Teaching to 

proper English pronunciation, and though he approves of 

some "colloquial slang," lambasts teachers who do not 

pronounce words right. He favors the "broad A," which he 

practiced with "heroic and persistent endeavor," but 

protests the use of English words that would seem "an 

affectation to copy," such as "clerk, trait, schedule, 

fracas, Lieutenant" (Teaching 133). 

The only other possible hint of elitism suggested 

by Phelps' writings is his love of himself, which he 

attempts to tone down now and again with admission that he, 

too, had failings. He doesn't mention influences or 

particular masters to follow in teaching writing, or in 
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correcting essays. In fact, his writings suggest he 

adopted the practices of no one, and saw himself as the 

most excellent model. Even those who did not want to 

admire him obviously did so in spite of themselves. Percy 

Marks says of Phelps, 

He • • • is sneered at as a mere popularizer--while 

he collects degrees, admiration, fame and the adoration 

of millions of clubwomen. I do not admire either his 

critical essays or his books; I am dubious of the 

soundness of his scholarship, not because I know enough 

to judge it, but because he is so obviously hasty and 

careless: nevertheless I respect and honor the man--he 

is a wonderful teacher, and Yale men by the hundred 

will shot huzzas to that statement. I do not doubt 

that there are professors at Yale whose scholarship is 

more exact and perhaps more valuable than Professor 

Phelps', but surely there is no man there •.• who 

inspires his students with such lasting appreciation 

for the subject he teaches (74-5). 

Unlike Cooper, Phelps believed "the art of writing 

is probably deservedly regarded as superior to the art of 

public speaking" (Auto 305), and during the early years of 

his career held that the daily theme was important and that 

the correcting of essays was also important. In describing 
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the "flood" of themes that he dealt with as a Teaching 

Assistant at Harvard, he says "I then believed in the 

efficacy of the system. I said to myself: 'this is worse 

than coal heaving. This is nerve-destroying, a torture to 

soul and body. But it is necessary (Teaching 120). He 

expressed similar views about written exams: 

Now I do not think there is a teacher who hates to read 

papers more than I do. I have many students, and the 

semiannual task is a terrible burden. I loathe it with 

an unspeakable loathing; it is the only part of my work 

that I absolutely detest. And yet I believe it to be 

vitally important and richly productive. (Teaching 86) 

Later, Phelps switches his position, at least he professes 

to, believing that students learn to write by reading. 

What overtly led to this change in attitude, was his 

leaving Harvard for a position at Yale. He believed his 

students, with no training in composition, to be writing as 

well as students at Harvard, and sent a number of essays to 

Harvard to verify his beliefs (Teaching 122). He says 

Barrett Wendell "read them and wrote • • • that they were 

in every way equal to the work of Harvard Sophomores" (Auto 

273-74). (The validity of his conclusion is later severely 

questioned by Fred Newton Scott.) 
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Phelps' own experience in writing for Harvard 

professors may also have been a basis for his shift in 

position. In his autobiography, he recalls that he 

"expected to be outstripped by some of his competitors" in 

classes, since they had had the advantage of four years of 

training. He found his lack of training no handicap: "Not 

only did I haye an cAl in all four of my graduate courses, 

but • • • in three of them, I was the only person with this 

distinction" (257). 

At any rate, after his return to Yale, Phelps 

became an ardent opponent of required composition courses, 

and especially of the daily theme: 

I know of nothing in the world that illustrates 

more beautifully the law of diminishing returns than 

required courses in composition. A class of students 

will never under any circumstances write five times as 

well by writing five themes as they will be writing 

one; but the grading and correcting of five themes 

require five times the effort on the part of the body 

of teachers (Teaching 123). 

Phelps obviously saw the focus of correction in 

required composition courses to be on surface details. He 

laments that educated men were "spending nine-tenths of 

their time • • • reading undergraduate required themes and 

correcting in red ink spelling, punctuation, and 
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paragraphs" (Teaching 118). In his autobiography he states 

that "any primary schoolma'am would probably have been more 

efficient in the correcting job," and indicates that the 

correcting was of "spelling, grammar • • • [and] 

paragraphing (273). Too, his advice for teaching writing 

at lower levels, if it must be done, also stresses 

mechanical details: "simple principles can be taught, and 

themes written to illustrate spelling, sentence 

arrangement, punctuation and paragraphing" (Teaching 125). 

While Phelps may have eventually stopped supporting 

the correcting of daily themes in required undergraduate 

classes, he was a vociferous proponent of "regular marking" 

(Teaching 74). And his defense of it in Teaching in school 

and College reveals the controversies surrounding the 

practice. He did "not share • • • [the] sentiment" that 

marking was "undignified, out of keeping with the right 

relations between students and professors in a great 

university." He saw marking as a motivator: "the best way 

to get faithful work out of students (79). Against the 

complaint that "students wlll study for marks," he counters 

that his "fear is that not enough of them will" (80). He 

also felt that marking daily work undercut the possibility 

of cheating (82). He notes that students will sometimes 

"steal a good mark" by buying compositions (89). He 

evidently much admired the practice at west Point and 
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Annapolis: "Every recitation is marked, all t.he marks are 

published every week, no favors are granted, no excuses 

accepted, the system is one of ruthless competition; a lazy 

or indifferent student cannot live in that atmosphere. out 

he goes, and the ranks close up. The teachers know exactly 

the quality of the work done by each student" (74). 

Phelps' requirements of the teacher in correcting 

"papers" reflect his belief in the teachers' ability to 

mark. He believe.:; they should mark "strictly and fairly, 

. . . not be afraid to mark some papers very high, and 

others very low," and never change or cancel a grade. They 

should not relegate the reading of papers to an assistant 

(Teaching 83). But his marking seems always to be of exams 

--content--and not of an essay. He describes his method in 

marking papers written for his literature class: "my own 

scheme, after trying others, is this. The perfect mark at 

Yale is 400. I put eight questions on the paper, and • 

each question will count fifty. • •• If there are ten 

subdivisions of a question, each tentacle counts five, etc. 

Then I hire an assistant to do the mathematics. I read 

each answer, speaking out the mark as I read" (85). 

Phelps seems unconcerned with students' attitudes 

toward correcting, and to believe that a good student will 

write good essays. His advice, though, for responding to a 

student who "makes systematically bad or stupid 
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recitations," suggests he was very aware of the individual 

student's needs: 

[S]peak to him privately: 'This subject seems very 

difficult to you. I am sorry to be forced very day to 

give you a low mark. Unless you improve, you must know 

you cannot possibly pass. Is there any suggestion I 

can make that will help you?' A little conversation 

like that cannot do any harm, and may accomplish much 

good. The pupil will be cured of any suspicion that 

the teacher is 'down on him' (a common superstition 

among students), he will know that the teacher is not 

indifferent, but really anxious that he should do 

better, and he will make that renewed effort that 

invariably follows personal attention. Always remember 

that the business of the teacher is not to see how 

difficult and odious he can make his subject, not to 

see how many boys and girls he can catch off their 

guard, not to blowout the lamp of the mind with the 

chill wind of indifference, but to get the highest 

results out of each individual student committed to his 

care. (Teaching 22) 

He later adds that "It is better to let three or four 

students lie to you than to punish an innocent pupil with 

denial of his word, or with suspicion of his honesty." 

(Teaching 90). 
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Phelps believed in conferences, too, but like 

Wendell, seems to have reserved that personal contact for 

students in upper levels. Elective courses "should be 

strictly limited in numbers, so that the teacher may have 

plenty of time .for personal conference outside of the 

classroom with each pupil. This is much more valuable than 

the class meeting (Teaching 126-27). 

Fred Newton scott 

In sharp contrast to both Cooper and Phelps' 

attitude toward composition and toward correcting of 

essays, is Fred Newton Scott of the University of Michigan. 

Berlin places scott in the "romantic rhetoric" school, in 

which writing was to express what "exists beyond language" 

(11), and we see this reflected in Scott's reaction to the 

essays prompting the Harvard Reports: Anne Ruggles Gere 

says that "The Harvard Committee and Fred Newton Scott 

could look at the same data and see very different things" 

(Perspectives on Research 120). 

In 1903, Scott, along with George Carpenter and 

Franklin T. Baker, produced a text, The Teaching of English 

in Elementary and Secondary Education (listed under 

Carpenter), in which they offer a thorough discussion of 

the major questions about essay-writing and correcting of 

essays and offer solutions to what seemed to others to be 
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an unsolvable problem unless essay-writing were simply done 

aw~y with. They defend theme-writing as indispensable to 

education, and defend correcting of themes as the most 

important work a teacher could do. They suggest the 

training of the teacher, the attitude during grading--the 

"spirit"--, the physical conditions for optimum grading 

without injuring the health of the teacher, the hierarchy 

of concerns when correcting, the kinds of responses to make 

and when and how they should be made. And they suggest 

sharing the paper load among all the professionals of the 

department rather than leaving it to a few. 

Scott was concerned with the student more than most 

educators. According to Kitzhaber, he "seldom expressed 

his own opinions" but led students to express theirs" 

("Rhetoric" 119), and his own response to the Harvard 

essays reveals his attempt to look beyond the surface 

details when dealing with his students: He wondered what 

the writers were "trying to do? What motives lay behind 

these queer antics of the pen? If one could only tear away 

the swathings, set the imprisoned spirits free, and 

interrogate them, a strange new light might be thrown upon 

the courses of bad English" ("What the West" 18-19, qtd. in 

Gere 114). His approach offered a break with the 

traditional emphasis on mechanics and the current move 

toward reporting, but, as Kitzhaber says, the "Harvard 
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group won and the narrow view of rhetoric dominated until 

the 1930" ("Rhetoric" 120). 

Like Cooper, Scott and his cohorts believed the aim 

of education to be the building of character, but unlike 

Cooper and unlike Phelps in his later stance, found theme

writing and correction of themes to be indispensable to 

that end. Their argument is as follows: the objective of 

composition teaching is to develop character; the 

"agencies" by which a teacher may develop character--to 

"fit the student to employ his tongue and his pen in the 

service of his manhood"--can be lithe influence of good 

literature • practice in writing and speaking • • • 

instruct [ion] in the principles of rhetoric • • • and [the 

teacher] may take note wherein the student's powers and 

habits and expression are susceptible of improvement, and 

by words of encouragement, advice, caution, or censure, as 

the case requires, may help him to overcome his fault." 

'''Correction'" they say, refers to this last point (334-

35). Their major stance is that "Inasmuch as all who learn 

to write commit errors of one kind or another, correction 

is an indispensable part of the teaching of composition" 

(336). They even go so far as to advise teachers in 

secondary education that lithe reading and correction of 

essays, and the subsequent conferences on them with pupils, 

form by far the most important part of your work" (242). 
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At first, their advice on how to correct essays 

seems to stress mechanical correctness--and the standard 

aspects of correctness at that. Teachers should "insist 

that pupils shall present their manuscripts at the time 

designated, and in the form prescribed," should "mark each 

error in spelling, punctuation, etc.," and should "not 

waste 

time in reading essays on which the pupil has put 

little time or thought," but simply to "mark such essays 

zero • " (242). 

This advice is not as rigid as it seems, though, 

since the teachers are to consider only those errors the 

student could be expected not to have made. Too, they are 

careful to point out that a teacher who grades only on 

mechanical correctness may do more harm than good. "Good 

thinking expressed in incorrect language must not be 

tolerated," they said, "but neither must correct language 

without good thinking" (243-44). They even footnote this 

section as follows: 

Here is one of the great stumbling-blocks in practical 

instruction. Many a teacher can do excellent work on 

the more mechanical side, and succeed in getting his 

pupils to write clearly and correctly, who fails 

completely in getting them to express ideas which are 



other than the mere replica of what they have just 

heard or read. (243) 
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Kitzhaber says that "students coming to scott "who had been 

trained to look at language as primarily a matter of 

mechanical correctness found that Scott had a far more 

functional view. correctness was necessary but far from 

the chief purpose of composition work" (117). The second 

reading is the important one: to find "the hazy thought 

which the boy actually had in mind" and to encourage him to 

see how to do that. 

Most of their advice seems similar to that of 

Quintilian. They discuss the "proper nature and spirit" of 

correction, which requires that "correction should be 

individual" and "should be constructive." The teacher must 

know the students, the "influences that have shaped" him, 

his "ambitions • • • doubts fancies • • • likes and 

dislikes ••• " and he will spend as much care and time in 

looking for the strengths of the student. Teachers may 

have to make "negative" comments, and "may take the form of 

rebuke," • but correction should not stop with these 

negative results. Its ultimate aim should be the 

development, not the repression of the student's power" 

(337) • 

They don't separate their advice from the proper 

attitude to have about correcting from the proper state a 
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teacher should be in while correcting. Thus they 

anticipate, from common sense, what researchers later will 

define as a variable in rating a paper--"rater fatigue." 

1) Grade when fresh; ask for essays presented in the proper 

format and on time. 2) be physically comfortable when 

grading; read essays twice, first for mechanical, the 

"preliminary and more elementary office," then for the 

idea. 3) be kind--"avoid sarcasm and irritable comments"-

and retain a sense of humor. 4) "don't be fussy or 

finicky," and keep the youth of the student in mind. 5) be 

expert 6) "don't try to do more than you can do well" (243-

45). When a student has not succeeded, he "should be shown 

how and why. But this should be done, if possible, by word 

of mouth and not by writing" (244). 

Scott, Carpenter and Baker also offer suggestions 

for the kinds of responses a teacher should make, and they 

would obviously require great knowledge, diligence, and 

skill. Margin comments, for example, should include a 

reference, a quotation, something that stimulates and 

excites the student. The teacher should, in fact, keep 

notes precisely to use in responding to a student's work. 

So here, in 1903, we see the beginning division of 

prescriptive and descriptive remarks to a student. The 

teacher should be systematic, not arbitrary or 

inconsistent, and should at times note only "one or two 
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essentials." Their suggested responses to essays that 

were far below acceptable levels indicate just how far from 

the common practice (not necessarily the common attitude) 

they stood: "Not infrequently in the case of work which is 

manifestly crude and defective the mo~t helpful correction 

which the teacher can give is to write at the end of the 

composition, ~Good! Keep at it." They expected the 

teacher to "exercise common sense" (339). 

The teacher's training, according to the text of 

these three, should include knowing something about "the 

history of rhetorical theory and the present status of 

unsettled problems," which will help them to avoid being 

"arbitrary, inconsistent and hypercritical" (339). 

Correction, they say, is "not intrinsically evil" 

but that the situation causes it to seem that way. They 

give four reasons for this, most of which are later 

repeated by educators in the 1970s and 1980s (notably 

Kitzhaber in Themes and Therapies, and Edward M. White in 

Teaching and Assessing Writing--see Chapter VI): 

1. The amount of correction is often greater than the 

teacher should be asked to undertake. 

2. The work of correction is sometimes undertaken by 

persons who have no special aptitude for it. 
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3. The work of correction is sometimes undertaken by 

persons who have had no special training for it. And 

asa corollary from this, 

4. The work of correction is sometimes undertaken by 

persons who misapprehend its purpose and essential 

characteristic. (329) 

They ostensibly offer three solutions to the 

grading situation--all of which continue to be offered--but 

discount two of them in a way that reveals their stance on 

another issue, the importance of composition as a separate 

field of study. One solution is to spread the grading load 

among teachers. This, however, they said was being done by 

some schools and the problems encountered indicated the 

method wouldn't work--some teachers wouldn't have the 

specialized training, no one would have actual 

responsibility for the grading, and lithe proper recognition 

of the special teacher of composition" would be 

II prevent [ed] or delay[ed] (330). 

The second solution was to accept Phelps' belief 

that "'a wide reader is usually a correct writer'" (793-94, 

Scott 331), a belief Phelps came to after the following 

experience, which was briefly mentioned earlier: 

In one college every freshman wrote themes steadily 

through the year, with an accompaniment of sound 

instruction in rhetorical principles; in the other 
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college every freshman studied Shakespeare, with 

absolutely no training in rhetoric and with no practice 

in composition. A comparison of the themes written in 

their sophomore year by these students showed that 

technically the two were fully on a par. That is 

weighty and most significant testimony (793-94, Scott 

331). 

This solution, too, would make the composition teacher 

unneeded, and Scott discounts it immediately on the basis 

that "it is dangerous to generalize from a single instance, 

even when the utmost precautions have been taken to insure 

scientific accuracy. In this case no precautions appear to 

have been taken" (331). 

Only the third suggestion--to hire trained people-

does Scott actually support. Scott believed if the public 

was convinced of the need for trained teachers, they would 

pay the taxes. "The general public," he says, have "never 

shrunk from lavish expenditure upon the schools as soon as 

it was convinced of the necessity" (332). 

Summary 

The comments of only these five men reveal how very 

complex was the issue of grading freshman composition. 

Together, they identify at least the following areas of 

concern about correcting alone: 



142 

1. interference with teacher-student relationship 

2. student's right to know quality of work 

3. who should grade 

4. training of grader (teacher) 

5. what to consider when grading: what comes first; 

what "counts" most. 

6. whether to mark regularly 

7. whether negative or positi.ve comments are better 

8. type of comments 

9. value of correcting 

10. written or oral responses 

11. conferences at particular levels of writing 

None of these was a totally new concern even then, and not 

one has disappeared from the grading teacher's agenda, or 

from that of researchers. Some of the other issues merging 

in these educators' discussion of correcting essays have 

also remained with us: who should be taught to write; if 

speech is more important than composition; how writing can 

be taught; who is responsible for teaching grammar; and if 

examinations are fair. 

Conclusion 

The attitudes of our predecessors in the 

composition classroom toward their students and subject 
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were not much different from ours, and our situation is not 

much different from theirs. Divided as to philosophy, 

goals and methods, they were certainly in different camps 

in some ways, but all in the same position--participants in 

creating a new field, acting on the best theories of their 

time. Granted, underlying the discussions by most of these 

educators is their evident belief in their ability to 

evaluate their students' writing, but in both Wendell and 

Scott we see deep concern with what the student was 

attempting to express. And Scott, in his response to the 

essays damned by the Harvard Committee--his "if only we"-

seems to recognize at least the possibility of some lack in 

the reader's ability, a lack we now know is of crucial 

import. Still, most of the questions we raise now about 

the writing and correcting of essays were being asked then; 

many of our modern practices had their origin with these 

early educators. 

These men did emphasize surface details, but if we 

believe what most of them say about such details, they did 

so not because they believed spelling and so on to be most 

important matters, but the first matters to attend to-

there is a distinction. They believed in attending to the 

etiquettes of language in order to gain the audience 

desired. It's much like .distinguishing between proper 

behavior and sound ethics. They were looking for sound 
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thinking, and perhaps thinking that fit the mores of the 

upper class, and that may seem contrary to our modern 

understanding of language as a power tool, but it differs 

little from the majority of our classrooms today. We now 

emphasize diversity and attempt to open the doors of the 

university to as much common usage as possible, but the 

very fact that we're still struggling to open those doors 

suggests that we are still attempting to cling to what is 

socially correct. I'm not saying we are right to do so, or 

wrong, but that our general attitudes are similar to those 

ninety years ago--the same controversy repeats itself or 

simply continues. 
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CHAPTER V 

SCALES OF LEGEND 

One of the first rules--unwritten--I learned as a 

Graduate Teaching Assistant, was that the majority of my 

students had to fall into a g range. The breakdown, in 

fact, was clearer than that: there should be as many Os 

and Es as there were bs and Bs. This rule seemed to have 

absolute validity from some ancient, irrefutable source, 

and thus I followed it, as did everyone I knew. We also 

had written rules, clearly defined qualities of b essays, n 
essays, and so on, to guide us in grading accurately. 

Every now and then, our classes wouldn't comply, 

and we assistants would worry about the ax that might fall. 

At the beginning of one semester, the ax was figuratively 

waved over our heads. We were advised in a general 

assembly that if the grades didn't represent a more normal 

curve, some of us would not be coming back. We groused, we 

contemplated group action, but ultimately we conformed. 

A week or so ago, as I began the umpteenth revision 

of this chapter, I called two newly graduated Doctors of 

Philosophy in English and asked if they knew the origin of 

the bell curve, and why we were supposed to distribute our 
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freshman-composition grades as we did. The answer was No. 

This chapter is to fill that gap, and for a number of 

reasons. The most basic is that teachers who use a tool 

should know why they're using it and how it works. Too, an 

examination of the creation of this particular hybrid scale 

will make more concrete some of the abstract 

characteristics we often attribute to educators in the 

early years of this century. And some similarities between 

the situation then and now may surface and make us 

healthily wary of becoming too sure of our methods. 

The grading scale of A-E for writing took a fairly 

permanent form in the first two decades of this century, 

partly because of the combining of two areas of research-

grade distribution and essay scales. The grading curve was 

designed for one purpose, and essays for another. But 

research that proved essay scales to be ineffective, 

simultaneously reinforced the use of the bell curve. 

Grading Curve 

The grading curve with which composition teachers 

are most familiar, the "normal" curve which ensures that 

the majority of a class falls within the average range, 

became a "complete system," in 1908. Prompting it was 

perhaps an extreme example of subjectivity by "a professor 

at the Universi,ty of Missouri," who "flunked his whole 
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class." His action was met with what appears to be 

complete subjectivity in the opposite direction, since the 

Board completely reversed his decision, and "overruled him 

by passing all of them." Max Meyer, according to Cureton, 

investigated the grading procedures at the university, and 

found that "there seemed to be no standard at all," and' yet 

the grades were used "for honors, dismissal from school, 

repetition of courses, admission to courses, and so on" 

(Cureton 5). ~eyer set about to devise a system less 

harmful. 

Meyer based the curve on the "probability curve 

which describes • • • the distribution of accidental errors 

in scientific observation" (Meyer 247), commonly referred 

to as the "bell curve." It was the most scientific 

approach, and thus the most acceptable, since it allowed 

the ranking of students by their "relative ranking in a 

series" (Foster 887). In Meyer's curve, given a group of 

one hundred students, the average ability would be that 

shared by fifty percent of the group, with extremes of high 

or low ability in an increasing smaller percent of the 

group. Meyer's division of abilities put 3% in the 

farthest extremes, A and F; 22% in the B and ~, range; and 

50% in the grange (247-250). 

While the scale m~y be familiar, Meyer's purpose 

for devising it is probably less so. The curve rose not so 
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much from Meyer's desire to rank students, as to be fair to 

them. In fact, ranking was the least of his concerns. He 

was incensed at the inequities students suffered from 

grades that revealed absolutely no uniformity: 

And yet, on the basis of these grades the faculty gives 

'honors,' returns to their parents students who have 

'accumulated failures,' compels students to take twice 

the same work if this happens to be required for 

graduation, and prevents students from taking up work 

in departments to which they are drawn by their natural 

inclinations and from which they might derive the 

greatest benefit for their later life. • • • Can 

anything be done to make such inequalities of grading 

impossible? I shall outline a method by which one 

might proceed. (249) 

It was for this purpose that Meyer designed the curve--not 

to perfect a practice, but to make the practice less 

imperfect. He believed that the "practical aspect" of 

grading "must be of the greatest importance to any teacher 

in any subject, in school or college" (246), not primarily 

for administrative needs or for ranking, but because of the 

"possibility of injustice" (251). 

Meyer identified other problems with the grading 

system. One is only hinted at, by his remark that he 

"expect [ed] to meet opposition when I restrict failures to 
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such a small percentage" (252). The other problems had 

been anticipated shortly after implementation of the first 

scales. One was that students considered grades in 

choosing their coursework: lilt has come to be admitted 

openly that a student who is anxious to win honors must be 

careful to elect his work under certain teachers and avoid 

others as much as possible" (250). And a third was grade 

inflation, caused, Meyers supposed, by attitudes of the 

faculty members toward their own classes: "1. A teacher 

may be guided by the conviction that the very fact of a 

student electing his work under his instruction proves that 

he is a superior student ••• "[i] 2. A teacher may say 

that by accident he happened to have unusually good 

students" (250). To the first, Meyer replies that it is 

"not the teacher's task" to decide the value of his classi 

to the second, he suggests that the teacher "ask himself if 

these students are so extraordinary that not in ten or 

twenty years is such a good class likely to be found again" 

(250). 

Another important recommendation accompanied 

Meyer's presentation of the grading curve--one that 

underscored his split roles as teacher and evaluator, as 

teacher and representative of the institution. He reveals 

his concern for the stude~t while still evidencing his 



concern for the needs of the university. He states that 

the teacher 
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should be given one kind of aid by the institution 

which he serves. The institution should publish 

annually a statistical table showing how each teacher 

has graded all his students the last year and the last 

five years, so that each teacher can inform himself 

easily as to whether he has graded his students in 

accordance with the system adopted by the institution 

or has unconsciously applied an arbitrary standard of 

his own and thus introduced confusion into the system. 

There can be little doubt that his would soon result in 

a great uniformity of grading, and inequalities of the 

size described would be impossible, to the satisfaction 

of both faculty and students. (253) 

He also, according to Cureton, suggested that "a faculty 

committee be appointed to supervise grading and keep the 

faculty in line" (Cureton 5-6). She, too, seems to 

interpret his recommendation as a sign of his primary 

allegiance to the students. 

It is important to note, too, that although Meyer 

expresses his faith in a scale, it's a qualified faith: 

the scale has to be agreed upon by all, and followed by 

all. Then it would create "great uniformity, II and 

eliminate "inequalities of the size described." He claimed 



no more, actually, than an improvement over then-current 

practices. He didn't claim accuracy. 

Essay Scales 
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Scientifically designed essay scales became popular 

in the first twenty years of this century, offering promise 

of efficiency and objectivity in classrooms. In such 

scales we see the merging of models and numerical and 

letter scales, and a concrete manifestation of the kind of 

precision the scientific age had as goal. With the 

Harvard-Newton scale, for example, compositions were rated 

by a six-step scale for a particular type of composition, 

narration, description, argumentation, and exposition 

(Starch, Educational 146). 

The Hillegas-Thorndike scale is particularly 

interesting since Thorndike's work had a "lasting effect" 

in composition classrooms. It "led to tracking in English 

courses at both the high school and college levels" (Berlin 

"Writing" 199). An even greater "pitfall," Berlin says, of 

the measuring "device" developed by Edward L. Thorndike and 

Milo Burdette Hillegas, was that it encouraged mechanistic 

approaches to writing instruction, teaching for the test 

and stressing matters of superficial form and correctness. 

The fact that results of .the test were occasionally used to 

evaluate teacher effectiveness without regard for the 



ability level of the students added to its destructive 

potential. ("Writing" 199-200) The scale thus explains 

some emphases in teaching and in grading. 
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The Hillegas scale was a group of compositions by 

both students and professionals, ranged in value from 1 to 

1000 (Scott, "Our Problems" 2). Teachers and interested 

others could thus see the steps to perfection. The 

combination Hillegas-Thorndike scale, used here as most 

representative of the final form, was composed of essays in 

IVa series of steps ranging in quality from 0 to 95 with one 

or more samples for each quality." Both scales would allow 

teachers to hold in hand a perfect model of a particular 

quality of writing. They could evaluate their students' 

essays by comparing them with the models and rating them 

"by determining to what step on the scale • •• [they 

were] most nearly equal" (Starch, Educational 132). with 

such a scale, models, which had long been used to teach 

composition, became a tool for ranking students' work 

against a supposedly national norm, or at least the norm of 

the educators in the dominant positions. And here the 

value of a particular piece of writing was expressed in 

both percentage and letters--"'B'" Grade composition. 

Value, 82.0%" (Starch, Educational 151). writing ability 

was in danger of becoming a measurable product. 
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Thorndike and his scale evidence the growing 

application of scientific measures to teaching, and the 

belief in the possibilities of measuring human attainment. 

A psychologist, Thorndike believed that individual ability 

could be ranked to a pinpoint fineness. In The Principles 

of Teaching Based on Psychology, he expresses his faith in 

our ability to measure students' achievement and more: 

The scientific study of teaching is at least as 

important as the scientific study of medicine and, 

though difficult, is in no way impossible. Even the 

subtle changes in powers, interests and aspirations can 

be measured; for sooner or later they must be 

manifested in actual facts. Even the remote influences 

of teaching on life after school can be known if the 

investigator has unlimited time and energy. The 

immediate influence of various sorts of teaching upon 

the knowledge and habits directly concerned, may be 

studied scientifically with much less difficulty and 

with promise of quick returns in knowledge. There 

should be no need to guess at the value of methods of 

teaching spelling or beginning reading or Latin 

grammar. (268) 

Thorndike's reasons for developing the scale, 

however, were not necessarily those for which such a scale 
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was always used, then or now. He designed it to test the 

student's achievement and thereby to test the effectiveness 

of teaching. He gives the following benefits to the 

teacher: The teacher can, through testing, "find the 

failures" in teaching approaches, and "with this new 

knowledge devise a remedy" (258-59); can "gain. 

knowledge of the mental content and special capacities of 

individuals" (259). The students would benefit "through 

the betterment of future steps in teaching," and because 

they would "know what progress their efforts have achieved 

and to guide their efforts by objective facts as well as by 

their own sense of progress" (259). The only "failure" 

Thorndike mentions is that of teaching. 

Thorndike was really designing a measurement that 

would evaluate only the effectiveness of education, and 

that meant judging the teaching as well as the student. 

The teacher became agent of the administration. Teachers 

could not design the evaluative tests: "such 

investigations lie beyond the scope of the activities of 

most teachers," who are "already too busy." Those 

responsible are "the leaders in thought about education 

. . . . since their opinions will be accepted by the 

profession as a whole, it is their duty to verify each 

opinion by a test of the results to which it leads" (268). 

Since teachers could not design the tests, there is in 
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Thorndike's proposed measuring design the new, scientific 

version of the "outside examiner" who observes 

demonstrations by students in order to gauge the quality of 

the teaching and of the institution. 

In a way, Thorndike's stance about teaching 

actually put responsibility for the final judgment back 

into the teachers' hands. In his chapter on "principles of 

Teaching" he states that "Class teaching is then always a 

compromise," and that "the same responses must not be 

expected from all" (84). He stresses the difference in 

learning styles and other factors that can affect learning. 

His scales, of course, could not consider these, since they 

were designed to evaluate only a product by the student. 

Teachers' reactions to the Hillegas-Thorndike 

scales were skeptical, to say the least, and revealed 

division in the ranks. Since paraphrasing can't possible 

capture the irony in some of the responses to the scales, a 

few of them are included here in Appendix C. Some 

educators ridiculed the scale. Some expressed their doubt 

in the specific scale, but also expressed their faith in 

science to find one that would work. One report 

acknowledges the teachers' success in reaching uniformity, 

but they found the scale ineffective anyhow. One report 

more than suggests the teachers' plight in dealing with the 

measuring instrument designed for their application: The 
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grading of the five short themes occupied the spare time of 

the teachers for a week. It is believed, however, that 

familiarity with the scale and the method of the work would 

greatly reduce the time and make possible the use of a 

scale for the evaluating of work at the end of each 

semester. It is not thought wise to use the Hillegas scale 

but to establish a local scale. 

It is to be hoped that • • • other schools that are 

experimenting with the scale will publish results so 

that the real value of the scale may be definitely 

determined. (Wilcox 661) 

Other educators, such as Fred Newton Scott, had little 

faith in the scales. The last phrase of his response sums 

up the overall attitude of another segment of the teaching 

community: 

I leave this problem with you, then, with the seemingly 

paradoxical conclusion that we ought in every way to 

encourage Professor Thorndike and Dr. Hillegas in their 

attempts to provide us with a scale for the measurement 

of English compositions, but when the scale is ready, 

we had better refrain from using it. ("our Problems" 

5) 
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Scales Discredited but not Dismissed 

In 1916, the various scales being employed in 

rating students' work were sharply suspect after the 

publication of Daniel Starch's Educational Measurements, in 

which he examined the reliability of scales and tests by 

"investigators" (v) such as Thorndike (v). Starch's 

research proved scientifically what teachers had been 

complaining about when scales were introduced: "the 

immense variability of marks," which, Starch says, "tends 

obviously to cast considerable discredit upon the fairness 

and accuracy of our present methods of evaluating the 

quality of work in school" (8). The variability was caused 

by four factors, also previously identified, though not by 

scientific methods: 

1) differences among the standards of different 

schools, 

2) Differences among the standards of different 

teachers, 

3) Differences in the relative values placed by 

different teachers upon various elements in a paper, 

and 

4) Differences due to the inability to distinguish 

between closely allied degrees of merit. 

(Educational 8) 



Harvard faculty members, before 1900, had noted at least 

the first three. 
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But while Starch's research discredited current 

scales, he didn't advocate not using them. Like Thorndike, 

he believed that anything could be measured, given the 

right system. Starch's recommendations were not to do away 

with the scale, but to use it in the most accurate way, or 

rather, the way that most guaranteed uniformity. That 

meant keeping the range broad enough that marks could be 

assigned. If teachers could come to agreement within ten 

points, for example, then the scale should be divided into 

ten-point ranges. He adds, that "of course, almost 

indefinitely small differences in merit can be measured if 

an indefinite number of independent estimates is made 

(Educational 10). More important is another qualification: 

"estimates in terms of large units, of course, do not have 

greater absolute accuracy, but they will have greater 

uniformity" (Educational 12). 

Even though Starch's work is b~st known for proving 

the unreliability of teachers' "marks," his recommendations 

actually supported the use of a scale, solidifying rather 

than eliminating the marking system. He also supported the 

scale that was most in use. His research, he said, 

"substantially confirms the scheme followed in many 

institutions that the marking scale should be A+, A-, B+, 
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B-, C+, C-, 0+, D- and failure. Letters or symbols are 

perhaps preferable to such designations as Excellent, Good, 

Fair and Poor because of the moral implication in the 

latter" ("Reliability" 633). His ultimate recommendations 

were the following grades to the indicated percentage of 

students: • 

A or excellent •••• to approximately 7% 

B or Superior, ••• to approximately 24% 

C or Average. . . to approximately 38% 

0 or Inferior, to approximately 24% 

E or Unsatisfactory ••• to approximately 7% (Educational 

15). 

His system, as indicated, suggested fewer students were 

average, but more were either superior or inferior. He 

contrasts Max Meyer, who seemed hard pressed to place even 

three percent in a failing class; but Meyer's purpose was, 

as stated, students first and institution second. 

Starch does acknowledge the importance of grades to 

students, whose "promotion or retardation • • • depends to 

a considerable extent upon the subjective estimate of his 

teacher," a subjectivity that Starch found "almost 

shocking" (Educational 4-5). He is concerned, too, with 

justice. One of his "chief objections to a very fine 

scale" was that its use might result in "injustice to the 

student of supposed differences where no differences 
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actually exist or whe~e the relative merit may be just 

reversed (Educational 11). But overall Starch stresses the 

importance of grades to the administration: 

No matter how much anyone may wish to minimize the 

utility of marks, they have, nevertheless, an 

indispensable administrative value from the standpoint 

of the school and a real personal value from the 

standpoint of the pupil. (Educational 8) 

Students might suffer injustice; teachers would be 

"embarrassed" (Educational 11) at having allowed that to 

happen. 

As Meyer did, Starch explains what must be done by 

the institution to ensure uniformity in grading. He 

suggest "several things" that "could be done in any 

school," all of which require the staff working together, 

coming to some consensus on method and meaning of marking, 

"with certain allowances for personal judgment and common

sense variation" (Educational 13). As an example of a 

working together to reach this uniformity, Starch cites the 

following: 

A set of twenty-four compositions on the subject of 

"Roads," written by sixth-and seventh-grade pupils was 

marked by twenty-three teachers according to the usual 

percentage scale with 70 as the passing mark. Each 

teacher was then instructed to shift or change his 
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marks into terms of a five-step scale, Poor, Inferior, 

Medium, Superior and Excellent, so that two out of the 

twenty-four papers would be marked Poor, four to six 

Inferior, eight to ten Medium, four to six Superior and 

two Excellent. They were asked to force their marks to 

conform to this distribution so that even if they felt, 

for example, that no paper was good enough to be rated 

Excellent they should pick out the most likely 

candidates (Educational 14). 

The key word here, at least for some teachers, would be 

"force." Starch doesn't address what one should do if 

"personal judgment" and "common sense" suggested there were 

no "likely candidates." 

Starch also points out a paradox in the division 

within the teaching community over testing--that many 

people who were against standardized testing were doing 

essentially the same when they awarded marks to a student's 

work. "There are," Starch remarks, 

those who say that the real results of education are 

too subtle and too evasive to be measurable by any sort 

of quantitative tests. The only reply to offer is that 

we are making such measurements all the time by the 

millions of school marks assigned every year and by all 

the comparative judgments of human qualities as better 

or worse, as greater or less, as more useful or less 



useful, which we are so free to make not only in 

educational affairs but in all phases of human 

activity. (Educational 2) 
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Starch is thus reminding teachers who oppose measurement 

that by putting pen to a student's essay, the teachers were 

really within his camp. 

Points of unity and Division 

The paradoxical nature of the A-E scale for writing 

is evident from these researchers' discussions of their 

goals, which merged in this final scale form. They agreed 

on basic goals, to find a system that would work three 

ways--for administrators, for teachers, and for students. 

They also agreed on the need for uniformity and that such 

uniformity would meet administrative needs. They did not 

necessarily agree on how that uniformity could serve the 

two other goals they acknowledged. So the only consensus 

that supports the scale is that it is a tool for uniformity 

and that its appropriate use requires agreement among the 

body of educators using it and training in how to use it. 

That would require agreement in three complex areas: 1) 

rating students' work 2) distributing the rating, and 3) 

rating writing specifically. 

On a more abstract level, the creation of the scale 

represents some of the major conflicts in our field, the 
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division between scientists and humanists, between those 

who believe that the results of education are measurable, 

and those who believe the major benefits of education 

cannot be measured; between those who design educational 

instruments, and those who use them; between the desire for 

education to suit the individual and for it to suit the 

individual for society (Dressel, Handbook 257; Butts 204; 

Rexford Brown 46). The kind of evaluation and rating 

system educators favor depends upon their views about the 

goal and nature of education. The one they use may depend 

upon others' views as well. Thorndike, R. Freeman Butts 

states, IIwas led to be more "rigorous" in his methods, 

because of the pressure within the discipline to make 

"educational psychology academically respectable II (205). 

One wonders if early educators stressed uniformity 

not so much from the shift toward socially-oriented 

education, but because uniformity was the one area in which 

diverse beliefs and approaches could find one corner of 

agreement. 

At any rate, the scale came into being in the 

midst of conflicting forces and to meet conflicting needs. 

By the time research began to uncover the difficulties of 

meeting teaqher and student needs, the scale was already 

entrenched. Paul L. Dressel, in his 1961 text, Evaluation 

in Higher Education, states that IIthere is the recurring 
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misconception that a 'normal distribution' defines the 

percentage of students who should be assigned each grade. 

An associated belief is that the percentages of A's and F's 

and B's and D's should be equal" (229). He goes on to 

discuss the false assumptions underlying such beliefs, and 

the problems in applying a distribution curve to a small or 

select student body (229-231). 

Yet teachers have largely used that pattern, by 

choice or not. According to Milton, research by the 

American College Testing Program into the distribution 

patterns of 400 schools "during the mid-sixties," disclosed 

that "distributions of final course grades were • 

essentially the same throughout the range of institutions, 

from those admitting all applicants to those admitting only 

top students" (Making 8). More current research, 1980, 

indicated that "university faculty • • • favor norm

referenced grading involving the normal distribution, 'the 

curve'" (Making 11). 

Conclusion 

Approximately four decades ago, the use of model 

compositions, grading scales, grading methods, and grading 

curves began to blend into at least a semi-permanent form. 

By the end of those twenty years, teachers were pretty much 

in agreement that percentages or letters meant little 
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unless what they were representing had been clearly defined 

and agreed upon. without such definition, teachers would 

have done no more than, as William T. Foster states, 

"substitute one vague expression for another" (887). The 

"experts," at least, had agreed "that grades were really 

just ranks, and that a five-point scale was most suitable 

for the college level." They still weren't sure about 

distribution, since it seemed odd that distribution in a 

freshman class would be the same as in an advanced class 

(Cureton 6; Starch, "Reliability" 635), but they found the 

distribution IInormal enough for grading purposes" (cureton 

6) • 

In the years since the creation of the scale, each 

aspect of writing and ranking it represents has become the 

focus of research, and thus what the grading tool means to 

any teacher may vary. Chances are, however, that at least 

some composition teachers are employed by institutions 

whose administrators expect a student's writing ability to 

be represented by a letter grade in the range of A to E, 

and expect as well a "normal" distribution pattern. By 

grading the essay alone, the teacher will, as Peter Elbow 

says, be embracing contraries, the twin role of guide and 

evaluator. The scale, however, adds to those contraries. 

It requires that the results of teaching and of learning, 

of training, experience, labor, and innovation be 
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consistent, semester after semester or ye~r after year. If 

everything the teacher and student do must ultimately fall 

in the same consistent pattern, then the scale may dictate 

the terms insuring its existence. Teachers might want to 

reflect more knowledgeably on exactly what they are 

embracing. 
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CHAPTER VI 

GRADING AND COMPOSITION: THE NATURE OF THE BEAST 

One of the best known tales in our culture is of 

the three blind travelers who encounter an elephant for the 

first time. One grasps the tail, one the ear, one the 

trunk, and each proceeds to describe the nature of the 

beast to the other. The results are obvious, and vary only 

with the craft of the story teller. Had the three been 

scientists, the story might have been more humorous, and 

certainly more lengthy. 

I begin with this tale because it explains the 

basis for the approach in this chapter, which is to 

capture a full view of something we usually only consider 

in parts--the grading of compositions. Even though the 

grading of compositions has been an important issue for 

almost one hundred years, educators are unsure about why 

they grade--rank--essays, and even seem uncertain about why 

they are unsure. Robert W. Reising and Benjamin J. 

Stewart, writing in 1984, state that "no facet or 

subdiscipline of composition continues to invite more 

heated debate than grading and evaluation" (211). They 

examine the most promising past and current methods, and 
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yet still say that "although all of the resulting 

proclamations share many common elements, no unchallenged 

definitive statement has emerged" (215). In this chapter, 

I propose to examine how the combination of grading and 

freshman composition has created this state of confusion. 

It is a real state, even though hundreds of its component 

parts may be clear, understood or even agreed upon by the 

majority of onlookers. 

This concept of grading compositions as one entity 

is important for two reasons: teachers who grade their 

students' writing have the entire issue at the tip of their 

pen; research into composition and grading may create a 

false concept of the situation. In short, what we think is 

the nature of the grading issue may not be the nature. We 

may be in a situation that will cause us to commit what we 

consider egregious errors of past educators. 

Grading can't be separated from the context in 

which grading occurs, but it i.s difficult to give a full 

context without taking on a cultural analysis. For that 

reason, I've used the research of some of the best known 

historians and researchers in our field to create a 

reference backdrop for this discussion. The list in 

Appendix D gives in chronological order some of the 

characteristics attributed to particular periods of 

education in this century. I have chosen those remarks 
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that seemed most pertinent to a discussion of composition 

and grading. And whenever possible, I have quoted the 

researcher, paraphrasing only for purposes of clarity. 

The list is lengthy, but readers who want more context than 

can be accommodated in this discussion, can find that 

context as agreed upon by a number of reputable 

researchers. The list rather describes the jungle while 

this chapter considers the beast. 

Protests Against Grading in General 

In the first half of this century, the five-point 

system of grading--usually in the form of A, B, g, ~ and ~ 

--dominated, and is now the system used by 91.9% of the 

colleges and universities in the united states (Quann 29). 

Though apparently permanently engrained in our educational 

system, grading has consistently been a questionable 

practice. In fact, the somewhat frantic search for a 

perfect grading system that marked the last half of the 

nineteenth century has continued fairly unabated throughout 

the twentieth century, even as the five-point system became 

rooted. Milton, an ardent foe of grading, but who offers 

the most extensive research into grading practices and 

problems of this century, states that during the period 

between 1920 to 1960 (Making 9), the "grading front" was 

not particularly active, that while thousands of studies 
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were made, most had to do with the form of grading 

(Alternatives 4-6). "Thousands of studies" indicates a 

fairly active "front," unless one believes that only a 

battle between those for and against grading consist of a 

front. TOQ, suggested changes in "form" are often attempts 

to do away with grading by instituting "pass-fail" systems. 

cureton, writing in 1972 and covering thirty years of the 

period Milton researched, states that "reams of material 

• • • [were] written about marking systems, • • • most of 

it • • • a discussion of whether we should have marks at 

all" (6). J. Warren's 1971 report also indicates a 

continuing dissatisfaction with the grading system. He 

states that 

[o]f almost two hundred articles, papers, and reports 

related to grading that appeared from 1965 to 1970, 

about one-fourth were concerned with the form of 

grades, usually whether they should be limited to 

indications of pass and fail in place of the customary 

four levels of passing grades plus failure. 

One part of the total picture of grading, then, is that 

some educators have consistently felt that grading should 

be either abolished or reduced to a two-category system. 

Research into grading in general, which should 

inform research into specific grading practices, has 

continually suggested problems with the practice in almost 
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every area. If grading is a "subdiscipline," as Reising 

and stewart t~rm it, it is an impressively complex 

subdiscipline, and one a grading teacher might find 

difficult to stay abreast of. Most variations of grading, 

though they may be an improvement over the common system in 

some ways, have presented their own difficulties. Teachers 

can't find a system that works for students, teachers and 

administration simultaneously. For example, faculty 

members are often against pass-fail and restrict it 

(Dressel, Handbook 281-82; Quann 25); students like 

pass/fail, yet don't take advantage of it, or do minimal 

work in the pass-fail course in order to work harder in 

another course (Milton, Making 9-10, citing Hewitt). A 

1975 survey of 544 schools, including 178 two-year schools, 

and 357 four-year schools, both "private and public," 

prompted the conclusion that 

institutions in higher education are experimenting with 

and using a wide variety of grading practices and that 

many of these policies are the cause of much concern 

and distress to registrars, deans, and professors. 

(Collins and Nickel 26). 

The Kansas researchers were convinced, in 1975, that "in 

spite of magazine articles to the contrary, ••• the use 

of non-traditional grading is on the rise" (27). Quann, in 

1984, sees an opposite trend: "Interest in Pass/fail and 
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similar grading options appears to be waning, and 

institutions increasingly place restrictions on use of the 

non-traditional grading options" (25). Stanford, who in 

the late 1960s stopped recording Ds and Fs, reinstituted Ds 

in 1975. And in a 1988 survey of 404 Stanford professors, 

two-thirds stated "the F would be part of their ideal 

grading system." Apparently they would change the system 

again. These examples don't include the possible 

"distress" to students. One student who knew that Brown 

University had a "no F" policy, was surprised to learn that 

Brown wasn't the only university with such a policy 

(Citizen 4A). The difficulty in finding a perfect, 

adequate or even accepted grading system isn't limited to 

composition-teaching alone. 

Research into grading practices in general also 

reveals more specific problems, most of which are important 

to teachers grading compositions, even though the research 

may not include the grading of compositions. Lack of 

uniformity, of course, appears again and again, as do cases 

of inequities. A teacher of calculus, for example, who was 

not informed that each student in his class had earnad As 

in all other math work, "ended up with the usual 

distribution of grades from A to F," and even after the 

students' protested, came up with a distribution of "40 

percent A's, 50 percent B's, and 10 percent C's" (Dressel 
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244). Some of the more pertinent findings are that 

students often choose courses based on their information 

about grades (Dressel; Milton); that some students are 

motivated by grades and some are not (Milton); that some 

students with above average grades feel inadequate for 

graduate school (Milton, Alternatives 49, citing Davis)-

they apparently believe that anything less than an A means 

they can't succeed; and that cheating is connected with the 

desire for good grades (Milton, Making 134-42; Warren 19). 

Milton's 1986 conclusions suggest the research has not yet 

made grading function as educators, and particularly 

teaching educators, would want it to. Educators still need 

to clarify the purpose of grades, devise better tests, 

provide students with "more and better information," and 

"reduce the number of grade categories." He also suggests 

that we "abolish the GPA" (201-26). Overall, research 

suggests that while educators know more about grading, they 

are still in much the same position as they were at the 

turn of the century--hopefully seeking. 

But more important is that if grading teachers are 

aware of the problems attending grading in general--beyond 

just the grading of composition--then the nature of the 

grading picture changes. If, for example, no research in 

composition connects grad.ing with cheating, teachers who 

want to be informed about grading should know that research 
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in general suggests there is a connection; and they should 

know that when a student who might benefit from further 

courses in a subject receives a bad grade in that subject, 

the student very likely will avoid the courses. 

The alternatives proposed usually limit the 

possibility of inequity to the student, while still 

providing the institution with information for ranking. 

Credit-no credit, pass-fail, withdrawal without penalty, 

are common forms. Some proposed methods would expand the 

amount of information for a more complete picture of the 

student and the situation--multiple grades (Dressel, 

Handbook 280-81); multidimensional grades, IIspecifying the 

nature of the performance evaluated and intent to be 

reflected by a grade ••• 11 (Warren 6). Contract grading 

allows students preknowledge of the amount and kind of work 

required for a particular grade, and allows them to 

contract for the work they are willing to do. 

Research and the Grading of Compositions 

Research into the grading of compositions 

specifically may have made some educators feel very well 

informed about grading. In many ways, this confidence is 

warranted. Almost every aspect of writing has come under 

scrutiny, as if proving Starch's contention that lIany 

quality or ability of human nature that is detectable is 
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also measurable. It remains only to discover more and more 

accurate means of measurement" (2). The result of the 

studies have on the one hand afforded valuable information 

into the differing purposes of testing, measuring and 

evaluating--informing, placing, diagnosing, and so on--the 

methods that work best for each, and how to make each 

method as reliable and valid as possible for a particular 

purpose. We have norm-referenced or criteria referenced, 

the former based on the "normal distribution of the skills 

it measures," the latter based on material covered in class 

(White 67). We have analytic scoring, which measures for 

particular features (Cooper and Odell 7), or holistic 

scoring which is impressionistic (Cooper and Odell 3; White 

67), considers the work as a whole, and "blends both 

criterion and norm referencing" (White 67). Combinations 

are, of course, possible, as are other terms for the same 

procedures and purposes. Alan C. Purves, for example, 

identifies "three modes and three references of measurement 

that would be applicable to English," each of which is 

further broken down into types, such as "explicit," 

"implicit," "structured," "unstructured." Essay writing 

under the "formal performance" mode, has two references 

"structured and unstructured," and can be measured for 1) 

meeting criteria, 2) comparisons with others, or 3) 

describing features (246). Holistic scoring is currently 
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the method most recommended for ranking essays in class, 

but it can also be used to score for particular features. 

We do, certainly, have an body of information to help us 

grade as accurately and justly as possible. 

But on the other han~, the results have been an 

overwhelming amount of information for a grading teacher to 

assimilate, even when that is the teacher's primary field. 

Each type of evaluation and grading has its variables and 

limitations. And more categories and possibilities are 

being added all the time. Reising presents "five 

procedures for grading and evaluation, and at least six 

promising directions warranting investigation in the years 

ahead" (212). In 1988, "Notes From the National Testing 

Network in writing" presents abstracts of workshops and 

panels on "successful writing assessment programs, • • • 

scales and scoring • • • the impact of writing assessment 

on students, faculty, and curricula; and ••• current 

research on writing assessment" (1). The amount of 

research, the possible methods, the possible variables are 

more than amazing; they are overwhelming. 

An objection that might arise here is that the last 

example is of testing and not of grading. It is that kind 

of distinction at the wrong time, that helps keep grading a 

vague picture. Perhaps because of our attempt to be 

perfectly scientific, we see distinctions between testing, 
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measuring, evaluating and grading and don't want discussion 

of one to blur into discussion of the other. When doing 

scientific research, the distinction is crucial. When 

describing the state of grading in our field, the 

distinction often obscllres the real picture. Purves, for 

example, seems to distinguish carefully measuring, testing, 

evaluating, and grading. Grading he designates as the term 

we most commonly use when evaluating a person (245). Yet 

the essay written as an unstructured formal performance to 

be measured for criteria, is "graded for mastery" (246). 

The "measuring modes" Purves identifies subsume testing, 

evaluating, and grading. They are simply categories for 

acts that bear other terms according to the purpose. 

Too, testing and assessing procedures filter down-

or are offered to--the classroom teacher. Marie Lederman, 

in a 1986 article, "Why Test," describes the connection: 

"yet testing, which should be an outgrowth of and 

subordinate to curriculum, in reality often drives 

curriculum" (41). White states that "no one gives more 

test grades than writing teachers (3), and that there is a 

"pressing need for teacher sophistication in evaluation" 

which can come from "experience with and understanding of 

the best procedures in essay testing" (7). Reising and 

stewart, responding to a .chapter in How to Handle the 

Paper Load (stanford) on "analytic scoring, holistic 
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scoring, Primary Trait Scoring, Focused Holistic Scoring, 

and T-unit analysis, state that these "grading and 

evaluation procedures" are all "valuable" to "all teachers 

interested in improving writing proficiency and its 

eValuation" (219). Teachers are encouraged to borrow from 

research into testing. Understood and implemented 

properly, these procedures are valuable--on this, most 

researchers agree. But to assume they are not used without 

training, or that teachers discriminate among procedures as 

researchers discriminate is, at least, not realistic. 

If all this research offers some answers, some 

uniformity of agreement, it also presents doubts about what 

teachers are doing--pointing over and over to the need for 

more research, much like a box in a box in a box. In one 

abstract in the Testing Network's publication, is a prime 

example of the grading situation, in which results are both 

promising and damning: 

Bosworth commented that the interrelater reliability of 

the new test is 92% (as opposed to 73% in the old test) 

and that more students have passed the new competency 

test than before. However, Holdstein pointed out that 

most questions in the new test tend to be too content

laded and that the scoring criteria are too heavily 

weighted toward content. Nevertheless, both speakers 

noted that the new test has proven to be far more 
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collaboration (Notes 7). 
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Another abstract notes that "exam developers were 

succ~ssful ••• in establishing grading criteria," but 

their success seems questionable: "The experts, however, 

were critical of the number of questions, feeling they made 

different cognitive demands and were unfair. The committee 

is continuing to revise the exam" (9). In the same 

publication, Karen Greenberg states that she has "examined 

more than 600 writing tests and [has] • • • yet to see one 

[she] ••• would consider to be a valid one" (13). These 

responses sound much like those made to the Hillegas

Thorndike scale. 

Teachers' Attitudes About Grading Compositions 

In spite of all the research, the wealth of 

information we possess, one aspect of the grading picture 

has been largely ignored or obscured--how teachers feel 

about grading essays. It is an unsafe assumption that 

because most teachers have graded, that most want to do so, 

or that they want to do so in the manner they do. Many 

references to grading suggest that it has simply been a 

given, a Secret Sharer whose presence is as much accepted 

as the teachers, so even when grading is being questioned, 

the fact that a grade is the ultimate goal isn't noticed. 
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Richard Braddock et al, for example, after a comprehensive 

examination of past and current research in composition, 

noted the lack of information about grading: lilt is 

somewhat surprising that little research has been done in 

that aspect of a composition teacher's work in which he 

spends so much of his time--the marking and grading of 

papers for instructional purposes ll (36). Ironically, their 

report exemplifies one of the reasons. In two of the 

studies reported, grading was obviously an unconsidered 

factor. The authors almost recognize this fact: 

One of Buxton's conclusions was that college freshmen 

whose writing is graded and thoroughly marked improve 

their writing more than those whose compositions 

receive a few encouraging general suggestions but no 

grades or intensive marking. It is not clear, however, 

to what extent the intensive marking was responsible 

for that superiority and to what extent revision of the 

papers merits the credit. (36) 

The authors don't consider the grade itself a factor, even 

though they mention missing factors. They consider the 

lIintensive marking ll and IIrevision,1I but not the ultimate 

outcome--a grade. In another study (Smith, Class) 

summarized in the book, one focusing on the lIeffect of the 

size of the class upon the efficiency of instruction in 

ninth grade English,1I the grading method was not at all a 
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Braddock et al do not note. 
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Although the pupils occasionally marked and corrected 

each other's papers, the investigator always gave the 

final score. The group envelope contained the list of 

pupils, the types of letters written, a system of 

accounts: 10C for an A letter, 8C for a B, 6C for a g, 

4C for a ~, a 4C deduction for each late letter, and a 

dollar bonus for each firm having every letter finished 

on time. Each pupil wrote one or two letters each day 

during this unit. The amount of paper correction was 

so heavy at this time that the investigator could not 

return to each pupil in the larger group all his 

letters the day after he wrote them. (100-101) 

Evident in this example is the investigator's attitudes 

toward grading students' writing and his being trapped by 

the paperwork of his system. Yet he never mentions this in 

his report. 

Although teachers' attitudes about grading essays 

have rarely been the actual focus of research, teachers' 

comments--or sometimes their lack of comment--suggest 

teachers haven't felt easy about grading. Even Phelps, who 

believed in regular marking as a motivator, as a guard 

against cheating, also believed it to be "a rough and 

exceedingly crude method of appraisal," one with which 
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"absolute fairness" was "impossibl[e]" (Teaching 79). 

Harvard's Percy W. Long, in his 1913 article, "Grades That 

Explain Themselves," explains a complicated "gradingU 

system that would serve ilS "an anti-toxin for the Hillegas 

scale." What he actually describes is.a system that would 

give the student as much information as possible in the 

briefest manner. The content of the class would be 

organized into exercises covering specific skills, such as 

complex sentences, punctuation, and so on. Examples of 

papers of varying quality of those skills would be read 

aloud to the class. The grade, such as D, would be written 

in such a way as to make a full comment. For example, 

"good qualities" might be recognized by a D written with a 

"flourish. II A check mark after the grade, would indicate 

that preceding material was still not grasped. "B/p," for 

example, would "codif[y]" the following remark: "'You have 

succeeded rather well in the problem assigned, but you are 

still grossly deficient in punctuation. Beware!'" Long 

claimed that student felt the mark "B/spcoh" to be "almost 

equivalent to a conference" (491). His attitude about 

actual grading is shown in the following: 

The letter given as a grade indicates solely the 

students' degree of success in meeting the assigned 

problem. If all do A work, all receive A--pace all 

systems of percentages. The remedy is, next year raise 
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your standard. In this way the student knows what to 

expect, and understands the teacher's reaction. The 

vicious and perplexing practice of averaging which 

gives the reader pause is not, to be sure, wholly done 

away with but is rendered far less complicated. (490) 

He saw the chief difficulty of grading that "one must weigh 

a complexity of details and arrive at a compromise," none 

of which was shown by the grade alone (489). So on the one 

hand, Long doesn't seem to mind ranking the essays; on the 

other hand, he doesn't want to do so unless the grade has a 

specific meaning within the context of the class. And he 

sees the practice of "averages" as "vicious." 

Another article, ostensibly written to share 

methods of alleviating the paperload, hints that the 

teacher didn't use grading for ranking purposes. The 

following comes from "A Composition on Red Ink," by Alfred 

M. Hitchcock: 

Don't be a ferret. Overlook many errors. Take it for 

._ granted that some blunders are but the marks of 

youthfulness; let them alone and they will disappear in 

due time. And don't try to make a purse out of a 

whistle. Some young people haven't much to say and 

never will have. If a boy has a commonplace mind--or 

worse--he ought to produce commonplace themes--or 
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worse; and if he has expressed himself within 10 per 

cent of his maximum of intelligence I am not sure but 

he should receive a mark of ninety even though his 

compositions, on an absolute scale, merit but twenty or 

thirty. This rule does not hold in mathematics, nor in 

Latin, nor in the teaching of literature, perhaps; I 

believe it does hold in the teaching of composition, 

where the instructor's duty is so to train the pupil 

that he will be able to express himself, regardless of 

whether that self be a Milton or a mollusk. (276) 

Even though he may be willing to have some subjects marked 

on a scale--I say "may" because he said "perhaps"--he is 

unwilling to rank writing on the basis of the writing. His 

attitude here is an odd contradiction to much in his 

article, throughout which he seems to emphasize correcting 

errors. He seems caught between demands of the system and 

his own preference. He seems to be for the student first, 

the system last. "Give a personal conference whenever it 

is possible," he says. "It would be well if all correction 

could be made in this natural way" (277). 

The same kind of hesitancy about grading appears 

among current educators. It is often difficult to 

determine who among them actually supports the grading of 

students' essays. Donald Murray, for example, at first 

seems to favor grading. "I did not eliminate grades or 
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standards,1I he says of his writing course. III could not 

and would not want to. Grades and standards are important 

(143). But Murray's discussion of his grading practices 

implies otherwise. He IIdelaysll grades during the course 

because he found that by doing so, the following occurred: 

After a few weeks the C students, not realizing they 

were C students and seeing what the B students could do 

in a workshop, began to surpass their own expectations 

and mine. After a few more weeks the D and F students, 

who I had thought were working but had sensibly given 

up--they had a string of D's and F's in the first 

weeks of the course that could never be overcome--began 

to write papers that caught up with the C students, and 

sometimes zoomed past. I was beginning to learn how to 

teach. (143) 

In Murray's classes, students choose the IIpieces ll they wish 

graded, and they do so at the lIend of the course," after 

they have IIhad the benefit of extensive writing and 

extensive reaction to that writingll (143). Murray may 

believe that grading is necessary, but obviously not within 

the classroom, not as a component of teaching students to 

write; he grades after the course has been completed. 

other prominent compositionists clearly distinguish 

between evaluating and evaluating to grade--and indicate 

that the latter should be avoided in the classroom--but 
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their attitudes, like Murray's, have to be interpreted from 

what seem to be conflicting statements. White, an expert 

on assessing writing, doesn't address grading practices 

directly but he more than hints at his attitude. He 

examines classroom scoring methods that "remove the mystery 

and even the curse from grading, along with the worst of 

the labor" (131). He cites the "great achievement of 

modern essay testing" as being "that it allows the teacher 

enough subjectivity to deal with each student as an 

individual while at the same time reducing the partial, 

arbitrary, and whimsical nature of the grading of writing" 

(6). Erika Lindeman states that grading is a "necessary 

form of evaluation" (213), but a later statement qualifies 

this one significantly: "The mere assignment of grades is 

rarely an adequate way of encouraging and improving 

writing; whenever possible grades should be replaced by 

criticism or detailed evaluation." Note that she doesn't 

say grades should be "accompanied by" but "replaced by." 

She then goes on to give advice as to what to avoid "when 

grades are required ••• " (241). To David Bartholomae, 

grades are obviously a requirement by the administration, 

and not a choice of the teacher: 

[B]ecause enrollment in basic writing represents an 

institution's judgment that the student lacks skills 

necessary for full participation in the college 



curriculum, a passing grade in basic writing is 

expected to stand as certification that such skills 

have been acquired. (101) 
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Since Bartholomae believes IIthere is no such thing as 

knowing what any grade IImeans ll in terms of actual writing 

ability,1I he too doesn't grade during the course, but in 

"an end-of-term review • • • • that is evaluated by members 

of the complete composition staff who make only a pass/fail 

distinction ll (101-02). 

Some compositionists link grading to students' 

attitudes toward self, subject or teacher. Mina Shaugnessy 

calls a IIbad grade ll a IInegative motivator II (124). Paul B. 

Diederich, although he supports the use of lito find out how 

students are getting along,1I also states that IIgrades 

generate anxiety and hard feelings between students, 

between students and teachers, between students and their 

parents, and between parents and teachers" (2). William F. 

Irsmcher says that freshman students "characteristically 

attribute low grades to some fundamental disagreement 

between them and the teacher about content" (28). Richard 

P. Van De Weghe, describing Linda Vegh's writing 

apprehension workshop, states that the "elimination of 

letter grades on papers" (41) was a strategy in dealing 

with students who "had much fear of teacher evaluation 
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• • • and had little confidence in their ability to do well 

in any composition class" (41). Christopher Burnham, in 

"Portfolio Evaluation: Room to Breathe and Grow," believes 

that "grading is an obsession with some students and can 

become a major block in the working relationship betwe~n 

student and teacher" (125). James Moffett believes that 

"the teacher is at once parental substitute and wielder of 

grades. Anyone of these roles would be enough to distort 

the writer-audience relationship; all together, they cause 

the student to misuse the feedback in ways that severely 

limit his ability to write" (193). 

Almost every study proposing portfolio methods of 

evaluating students' writing, or proposing peer-grading, 

conference-grading or self-grading (Burnham; Elbow and 

Belanoff; Shuman; Trimbur) indicates a strong and negative 

relationship between a teacher's method of grading and the 

students' attitudes. The self-grading that Rexford Brown 

proposes in "Evaluation and Learning" at first seems to be 

an exception. He explains that when we "implicate students 

in evaluation, • • • evaluation begin~ to fuse with 

learning" (129). We should, Brown says, have students set 

the standards, and "judge" essays "as if they were scorers" 

or "as if they were teachers doing engaged evaluations" 

(128). But he doesn't indicate if this grading counts, if 

it is the actual ranking of the students' work, and the "as 
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ifs" suggest it isn't. The purpose is to share the 

"mysteries that students do not understand or trust" (129). 

The one exception appears to be the method proposed by Mary 

H. Beavens, in which students not only set their goals, but 

determine the final rank of their essays. 

The reluctance to use grading within the context of 

teaching is evident in some writing programs described in 

the 1986 New Methods in College Writing Programs. In one 

program "Tutors maintain a safe atmosphere by • • • 

abolishing grades except for the mandated certification 

process" (Nelson 44); in another, "Grades are suspended 

until the middle of the course" (Miller 141). In other 

programs, however, grading is either a given--not 

mentioned--or at the discretion of the teacher: "it is 

left to the teacher's discretion to determine how much, or 

whether to grade the intermediate drafts" (Kaufer, 26); 

"the process saves teachers an enormous amount of time in 

at-home grading and correcting • • • this does not mean 

easy grading ••• " (Youga, Neuleib and Scharton 59-60). 

Most of these examples--and a score of others that 

could be given here, particularly from teachers such as 

John Butler and Peter Elbow--point to grading as an act 

after, if not separate from, the actual teaching of 

writing, and linked to the evaluation of writing primarily 

because of administrative needs. Grading within the 



190 

classroom, the examples suggest, is seen at best as 

unproductive, and at worst destructive, to the teaching of 

writing, unless, as Beavens' work seems to show, the 

students are allowed to rank their own essays. 

Teachers' Consistent Suggestions About the Grading of 

compositions 

In teachers' discussions and comments about 

grading, they seeln to have agreed fairly well throughout 

the years on particular methods in grading students' work-

share the criteria, involve the students in evaluating one 

another's work, don't grade everything, grade only on what 

has been taught, grade revised products (final versions are 

products--there's no evil inherent in the word or the 

fact), and grade in a conference with the student. None of 

these is a totally modern innovation. Of course, how past 

teachers conducted the conference might differ, what they 

looked for may have differed--no one would deny the 

possible variation in content of the activities. But the 

possible variations in content exist today, too. Even 

peer evaluations and writing groups, as Gere proves, have 

been fairly constant this cen'tury, and not just for 

purposes of efficiency, but for instructional, 

intellectual, rhetorical, and attitudinal purposes as well 

(Writing Groups). She reports one 1902 class in which half 
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of a student's grade was determined by the student's 

evaluations of peers' work (Gere 127, citing Valentine). 

Hitchcock, discussed earlier, advised teaching "theme

organization through co-operation,'~ a process in which the 

teacher acted as guide while the class planned "composition 

after composition" (275). 

Another consistent suggestion has been to share the 

responsibility for grading, and, again, not just to 

alleviate the paperload. That "paper load" or "burden" 

might appear in a suggestion or in a title of a work, 

doesn't mean that is the only reason the teacher is giving, 

and perhaps not the main one. Remember, many 

of the most current methods of responding to a student's 

work came from a book titled Sharing the Paperload. 

And Hitchcock, though he proposes to "jot down all of the 

ways • in which red-ink economy may be practiced" 

(273), not only offers sound advice about correcting, but 

about writing-across-the-curriculum: 

Never have I had explained to me in a satisfactory 

manner why each recitation in Junior and Senior Latin 

and French and German should not begin with a five

minute--or three-minute--written exercise in 

translation, the exercise to be corrected, from the 

standpoint of English--English English; nor why many 

recitations in history and physics and chemistry should 



192 

not begin with the writing-out of answers to questions 

on the lesson for the day, these answers to be 

corrected from the standpoint of English; nor why it is 

not excellent drill to have the demonstrations of 

propositions in geometry occasionally written out in 

plain English, free from symbols and properly 

punctuated. (277) 

What he proposes wouldn't lessen the work in his own 

classroom. What he's actually proposing is that the 

responsibility for requiring "correct" English be shared, 

by having written exercises in all courses--so suggested a 

number of teachers, throughout the years. 

And we shouldn't be too quick to denigrate 

"efficiency" as the improper emphasis of earlier educators. 

The word hasn't disappeared from research into grading. 

Just read research on testing or evaluating writing-

Reising and stewart, White, Greenberg et al, for example--; 

and look as well for "time" and "cost." And consider the 

title of one of Maxine Hairston's articles--"On Not Being a 

Composition Slave." 

Consistencies in What Teachers Grade 

Grading only on surface features is supposedly a 

characteristic of past teaching, a belief that is somewhat 

suspect when we examine what earlier teachers advised. 
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What if that characteristic persists? if most teachers 

still emphasize surface features? if we share with past 

teachers the trait we most decry? Kitzhaber in 1963, 

Diederich in 1974, and White in 1985--is that recent?--all 

describe very similar practices. Kitzhaber is advocating a 

middle ground between over-and undermarking, but his 

comment reveals what was occurring in composition classes 

then: 

Probably most English teachers, if they have time to 

read their papers with care, are inclined to overmark 

What this sometimes means is that early papers 

in the freshman course may come back to their authors 

with as many as seventy or seventy-five errors marked 

in three pages or less of prose. (Themes 59) 

He adds that "there may be nothing wrong with this 

attitude" and goes on to explain that students will at 

least know they do not come up to standards, though they 

will also likely be "stunned" (Themes 59). 

Diederich, though he explains why he supports 

grading in general--as information for students, 

administrators and parents (4-5)--condemns practices as he 

had observed them in twenty-five years. Given the date of 

publication, the period he refers to is from 1949-74. 

The then-current practices he suggests by his 

interpretation of the students in his remedial class: 
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They hate and fear writing more than anything else they 

have had to do in school • • • Apparently they have 

never written anything that anyone thought was good 

. . . All their teachers looked for were mistakes, and 

there are so many kinds of mistakes in writing that 

their students despair of ever learning to avoid them 

(21) 

A 1985 description of current practices doesn't 

suggest much of a change. In Teaching and Assessing 

Writing, White states that 

[m]ost classroom teachers of writing tend to use a 

loose form of analytic scoring when they respond to 

student papers. They will read through the work, 

marking errors in spelling, sentence structure, 

coherence, and the like and writing nutes in the 

margins (sometimes in code) to the student. A comment 

at the end of the paper will summarizE~ 'the marginal 

notes, respond to the ideas in the pap,er, add a bit of 

encouragement (or, alas, sarcasm), and explain the 

grade as a sum of the different traits evaluated. Many 

conscientious writing teachers spend an enormous amount 

of time "red-marking" student papers according to this 

theory • • •• (121) 

While he can see some value in this, as feedback to the 

student, he sees multiple problems: teachers "substitute" 
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grading for teaching; students do not read the comments; 

students who read the comments can't implement the 

suggestions. "There is a confrontational air to the whole 

business," he says, "sometimes conveyed with barely buried 

metaphors of violence. students will speak of teachers 

tearing their papers apart, while teachers will talk about 

taking a set of papers home for the weekend and 'bleeding 

allover them'" (123). 

White is lamenting the situation, of course, but so 

did educators in the early decades of composition teaching. 

They wrote articles against overmarking. In "The Reign of 

Red Ink," 1913, Walter Barnes, Glenville state Normal 

School, said "I know we must drill. But I insist that that 

is not the most important phase of composition work; that 

the teacher who dashes red ink allover the page is not the 

best teacher of composition writing" (160). 

Why is it, then, that now--in a time when educators 

believe they must not "drill"--teachers are marking in much 

the same fashion as ninety years ago, "bleeding" allover 

the paper? 

One answer is proposed by Gere and it explains as 

well why the total picture of the grading situation has to 

include freshman composition. Gere posits that the chaotic 

state of the composition field in the past led, ironically, 

to what appeared to be a unifying commonality--the emphasis 
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on surface details in teaching composition. The emphasis 

resulted not from agreement, but from disagreement. The 

lack of a philosophical base--a pedagogy informed by 

rhetoric--combined with a crowded curriculum and untrained 

teachers ("Teaching" 37-40), contributed to the continuing 

stress on the mechanical aspects of writing. In freshman 

composition, this situation continues. 

Freshman Composition and Grading; Diversity and controversy 

When educators such as William Lyon Phelps, Fred 

Scott and Lane Cooper expressed their views about freshman 

composition and grading in the early years of this century, 

they revealed how inextricably questions about teaching and 

grading writing were woven with beliefs about who should be 

educated, what traits marked an educated person, what 

methods worked best, what content was appropriate, and who 

should be responsible for teaching certain content. They 

evidenced in their remarks what common sense should tell 

us, and what we have come to accept as a maxim--that 

evaluating and ranking cannot be separated from standards. 

When teachers rank their students' essays, they are making 

some stand on larger issues. 

There is little hope (only fear of a logical 

fallacy stops me from saying "no hope") that teachers of 

composition will have a set of standards upon which they 
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all agree. Perhaps no one questions this, but it's 

important that teachers acknowledge that the standards they 

impose are not god-given, world-sanctioned, or even 

discipline-approved. Teachers have never had such 

standards. A list of questions over standard usage alone 

in the twentieth century reveals more dissention than 

agreement. If we look at the chart in Appendix D, we see 

the constant shifting of values, the emergence of some new 

type of standard while the old still exists. It's a 

situation researchers define in broader terms. Berlin, for 

example, identifies--categorizes--coexisting and competing 

ideologies and epistemologies; Richard Ohmann describes the 

confusion as "mixed ideologies"; Gere, as stated, as a lack 

of a pedagogy rooted in philosophy and rhetoric. All the 

terms mean no consensus among educators, no standard 

standards, but constantly altering and competing ones. 

Given what we now know--or should know, from Paulo Freire, 

James Sledd, Patricia Bizzell, Robert Pattison, and others 

--of the social, political, economical, and psychological 

power of language, to rank an essay is no neutral act. 

Arguments over the purpose and content of freshman 

composition have by no means diminished. If anything, the 

field is more openly divided, more publicly divided, too, 

than at any time in its past. Now questions about course 

content and methods are clearly related to larger issues. 
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We can't separate decisions about whether to teach 

literature or grammar from stands on elitism, pluralism, 

cultural literacy, functional literacy, and so on. 

"[W]riting teachers," as White says, "who deal only with 

'the naming of parts' in their classes in the belief that 

what they call grammar must precede thinking, reading, and 

writing, are making a social decision about their function 

in society, not a pedagogical decision about teaching" 

(15). Even "the pedagogy of the 'controlling idea is 

not," according to David Bartholomae and Anthony Petrosky, 

"a neutral technology" (281). Classroom choices place the 

teacher in a political and social camp, whether or not the 

institution acknowledges the stand, and whether or not the 

individual teachers consciously know about the issues. The 

"Why Johnny Can't write" question of the seventies has 

become a question of how to share the power of writing; and 

perhaps, among some educators, a question of whether to do 

so. 

Diversity in content and methodology has also been 

the consistent state of composition classes and isn't 

likely to change, unless educators unanimously agree on 

something such as a cultural literacy dictionary and train 

teachers to teach its contents in exactly the same way. 

Such a situation might seem possible in a fantasy or 

science fiction world, but not this one. The possible 
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differences among freshman composition classes at anyone 

time in this century indicate an extremely divided field, 

and one becoming more, not less, diverse. Gere says that 

when she was asked to comment on the most dominant model of 

composition in the eighties, she had to abandon her first 

"image," which was "King Kong," because even the one theory 

was too complex for that image ("Teaching" 30). In 

explaining the types of the dominant model, she describes 

extensive variety under what is seen as one--THE-

controlling attitude toward composition. "Traditional 

classes," she says, "include 'formalist,' 'discipline

centered,' and 'current-traditiona1.'" Each of these can be 

broken down into differing emphases in writing. 

"Discipline-centered," for example, a theory proposed by 

William Woods, has "three sub-categories emphasizing 

rhetoric, logic, and language," and thus "three composition 

pedagogies, one of which is • language-based." She 

states that to describe his theory, Wood focuses on texts, 

each of which "represents a certain approach to the 

teaching of writing, and one of the instructor's tasks is 

to decide which one appeals and choose a text that fits the 

approach" (31; citing Woods 396). If we use umbrella 

theories to group what English teachers were or are 

teaching, we can see commonalities, some uniformity in the 

course. But if we examine different schools at anyone 
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consistent, wide, lack of uniformity. 
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Some freshman courses are still primarily studies 

of literature; other use only student texts. Even the 

current emphasis on writing as process has not unified the 

field. Educators remind one another that the product 

appears somewhere (Horner; Boice) that the process changes 

with the writer, and that sometimes revision simply isn't 

needed (Murray). If we consider the impact of television, 

computers, "teaching machines," "programmed instruction," 

all of which have been continuing in force since the 

sixties (Conant 34; Kitzhaber 87; Lunsford 9) the possible 

varieties of what might occur under Freshman English are 

endless. In 1963, Kitzhaber noted eleven basic types of 

courses, and stated that any combination of them was 

possible: Traditional grammar, structural linguistics, 

literature, rhetoric (a range of theories), logic, 

semantics, communication process, public speaking, 

propaganda analysis, "a kind of watered-down social science 

survey based on collections of essays drawn for the most 

part from current magazines," and "maverick courses." An 

example of this last was lithe course at a distinguished 

men's liberal arts college that, at least until recently, 

required each student to buy a box of colored crayons to 

use in preparing some of the assignments" (12-13). Add 



almost forty years of innovation and technology, and 

Freshman Composition is a grab bag--freshmen pay their 

money and take their chances. 
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Teachers in freshman composition classes are in a 

particularly responsible and vulnerable position when it 

comes to grading a student's essay. The course is a sort 

of door to higher education, the division that marks what a 

student should know just to receive a higher education and 

certainly to succeed in it. That is part of the 

controversy which the creation of the course raised, and 

which continues now. According to Kitzhaber's study in 

1963, some schools still refused responsibility for 

freshman English (1), as educators had refused in the first 

part of the century. Those schools offering freshman 

English did so often to "remedy high school training in 

English and develop each students's writing skill to the 

level of competence required by college work" (Themes 3). 

Ohmann, writing in 1976, sees "two recurring themes to cast 

out what is not properly part of the discipline • • ". . . to 

reject the teaching of composition and to make "writing 

competence part of the requirement for admission." He 

asks, "Does this sound familiar?" (247). The answer is, of 

course, yes. 

I wonder how many freshman composition teachers 

know that if they award a passing grade to a poor writer in 
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a remedial English class, they are taking a stance about 

the community the educational institution is to serve and 

how it is to serve. The very existence of the course 

itself indicates a stance about who is entitled to an 

education and who is responsible for teaching the basic 

requirements that will entitle the person to an education. 

Granted, and fortunately, the writing-across-the 

curriculum movement that became focused in the sixties is 

an attempt to spread the responsibility for teaching--and 

for grading--composition throughout the institution, but 

that is still a movement, not a fact. Suggestions for 

sharing the responsibility were made almost one hundred 

years ago by H. B. Lathrop, Fred Newton Scott, and other 

educators, and have been made repeatedly since. So far, 

the freshman composition course isn't nearing extinction 

and neither is the freshman composition teacher. 

Conclusion 

The teacher who would know thoroughly the nature of 

the grading-composition beast faces a difficult task, one 

that may, as research continues, become even more complex. 

Grading alone, even aside from composition, reveals layers 

of controversy, over the appropriateness of ranking, over 

the form of the system, the categories, and the effects. 

While research into grading methods may recommend 
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procedures, and thus methods seem a more knowable, clearer 

part of the problem, the same research points to 

innumerable variabilities and limitations that instill more 

wariness than faith. 

The composition part of the issue is even more 

complex. Standards and methods are constantly shifting and 

constantly in debate, and cannot be separated from beliefs 

about the function of education and the nature of literacy. 

A grading teacher is thus casting a vote in these larger 

issues. But the very nature of the field may hinder 

teachers not only from being fully informed about the 

issues, but from acting on their beliefs. 

The most neglected part of the issue--teachers' 

attitudes about grading and the methods they consistently 

choose--may be the knowable core that teachers can look to 

for guidance. What they may have been urged to do, or 

forced to do, matters less than what they would do. In 

this area, there seems to have been more agreement than 

controversy. Agreement is rare in our field. If teaching 

teachers are all describing the same beast and the same 

ways of dealing with it, we should pay close attention. 
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

When I began this research, I believed that the 

grading of compositions was one of the most difficult and 

important responsibilities of the teacher of freshman 

composition. I hoped that tracing a history common to both 

composition and ranking would reveal the bases behind the 

ranking of compositions, and thus enable teachers to make 

informed choices about whether to rank essays, or when and 

how to do so. 

Since records about written composition in ancient 

education are scant, the early history had to be compiled 

from myriad clues pieced together from areas related to 

both composition and ranking--standards, teaching methods, 

correcting methods, examinations--to determine how they 

might have related in the past, how that might have shaped 

our most dominant grading system, and the stances past 

teachers had taken about the system. I suspected that 

sharp contrasts would be revealed, that educators and 

particular approaches toward grading would fall into set 

camps. That wasn't the case. Patterns emerged, but they 
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were the kinds of patterns that describe or categorize 

movements or general trends, not individuals. Thus the 

history took shape in two directions: controversies that 

merge in the freshman composition class; and agreements of 

teachers about evaluating their students' work. Together 

they dissolved, rather than delineated, at least some 

divisions among educators. They also created a clear 

picture of the dilemma posed by combining a required 

composition course with a scale system of grading. 

Some problems with evaluating and ranking are 

simply timeless, inherent with the processes themselves. 

Disagreements about standards and methods of teaching were 

as common among rhetoricians of earlier eras as they are 

today, and were just as heated and unending. Aristotle 

disapproved of the Sophists' practice of having students 

memorize speeches by heart, saying that the Sophists thus 

"supposed that they trained people by imparting to them not 

the art but the products" (211; qtd. in Brubacher 174); 

Cicero's Marcus Tullius wondered if "learning has one style 

of discourse and ordinary life another" and why 

philosophical questions couldn't be written about in more 

understandable language (IIParadoxa stoicorum" 4; Rackham 

2:257); Quintilian described some educators as "archaistic 

grammarians" (bk. 10, ch. 3; Butler 88); Erasmus offered 

"antidotes" against the "portentous filth" of the 
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"barbarous and artificial style" of academic writers (qtd. 

in Thompson xxviii). They quarreled about topics, 

appropriate styles, gestures, delivery, spelling; about 

whether to teach first by rule or by example, and which 

examples to use. 

That these disagreements pertained to written as 

well as to spoken composition is well-evidenced by the 

attitudes of earlier rhetoricians about writing and 

speaking. This is a crucial connection, since it indicates 

that when early rhetoricians spoke of approaches to 

evaluating a "composition," they were often referring to 

written compositions as well as to spoken ones. The 

attitudes of Isocrates, Cicero, and Quintilian more than 

suggest that speaking and writing were equally important. 

Isocrates "was committed to writing as an important way of 

thinking" (Welch 16), and led his pupils "through a series 

of exercises in composition and rhetoric" which he "revised 

and corrected" (Lectures 291). His own writings reveal his 

preference for written composition. Cicero held that 

writing was "the best and most excellent modeler and 

teacher of oratory" (De Oratore 1:33; watson 42). 

Quintilian's discussions of training the orator are 

simultaneously discussions of training the writer--he 

speaks of those who must '''write for immediate use" or those 

who may allow time for reflection (1-04; bk. 10, ch. 4; 
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Butler 109-11). So, to separate written performance from 

oral performance in the classical era, may be carrying our 

drive for analysis and classification too far; blurring of 

some boundaries is as much a part of reality as is sharp 

.de1ineations among others. Certainly in the early 

institutions of this country, oral performances were often 

prepared in writing and sometimes carefully scrutinized, 

either by other students or teachers (Bronson 105; 

Cuningham 239; Rudolph Curriculum 96). Difficulties in 

responding to written work, then, were experienced by 

educators, and students, long before a composition class 

was created. 

Ranking, too, presented difficulties before the 

grading scale as we know it appeared. Medieval writings, 

such as those of Erasmus and John of Salisbury, and those 

collected by Thorndike, reveal concern over appropriate 

examination topics, reliable examiners, over the lack of 

uniformity, the possibility of cheating, and the possible 

injustices to students. In this country, oral examinations 

were, Lunsford says, "increasingly attacked as (1) not 

thorough enough, (2) difficult to prepare questions for, 

and (3) unfair to students ••• " (6). When writing became 

overtly connected with ranking, educators anticipated the 

problems that would later become the focus of research-

lack of uniformity, loss of impartial outside-examiners, 
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possible abuses by both teachers and students (Smallwood). 

In short, early educators were not oblivious to the 

shortcomings or possible dangers of their system, even if 

they had more faith in their ability to rank. 

In late nineteenth-century united States' schools, 

however, there was a major shift in the connection between 

composition and ranking. Composition became a course in 

itself, stripped of its traditional connection with oratory 

and philosophy, and limited in many classes to practice and 

production as goals. "Practice was everything," Kitzhaber 

says, "and the 'daily theme' was proposed as the solution 

to all writing problems" (Kitzhaber, Themes 74). The 

paper load problem emerged, with "manuscripts pouring in 

like a flood" (Phelps, Teaching 118). Grading scales had 

been introduced, and entered the classroom as a method of 

responding efficiently to a student's work. 

with this intimate merger, freshman composition 

inherited the problems attending composition and those 

attending ranking, and the new problems rising from the 

two. Each of these innovations--freshman composition and a 

grading scale--was already a paradox. While interest in 

scientific or efficient business methods may have 

influenced educational approaches (Applebee 80-81), and 

thus contributed to the format of the composition course, 

the course itself rose from a democratic impulse. The 
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university was changing from an institution that served 

the elite (G. Graff 20-21) to one that served, or was 

attempting to serve, a rising and competitive middle class 

(Halloran 167-68). The composition course was to establish 

standards, maintain standards, and yet accommodate a 

broader populace, an increasing, diverse, student body. It 

was, then, both an entry and barrier to higher education. 

Grading scales, too, rose from the same conflicting 

desires. On the one hand, they were to eliminate bias and 

distinctions among individuals; on the other they were to 

maintain standards and to categorize students by those 

standards. 

The combination of the two--a freshman composition 

class and a scale system--highlighted the conflicts in a 

confined setting. As a required course, freshman 

composition drew attention from lower levels of education 

as a model, and from other courses in the university as a 

scapegoat. All questions of literacy could find focus in 

the freshman composition class. The freshman composition 

teacher held one of the least respected, but most time

consuming positions in education, and the most important 

one. 

This combination may have contributed to the 

concept of a written composition as a product and to a 

focus on the surface details of writing. Of course, there 
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were other reasons for this focus, as noted by most 

historians--established methods of teaching writing, for 

example--but combining a class that encourages producing 

quantities of writing with a grading system that calls for 

distinctions could only perpetuate the focus. If an essay 

must be rated, then the rating must be justified. For 

overworked teachers, and particularly for untrained 

teachers, the symbol could replace the type of informed 

comment a teacher might make. Numerous "marks" for 

spelling and punctuation errors might seem more 

justification for a failing grade than would a brief 

comment. The minute, but yet so-great distance between a II 

and F could be quickly, visually supported. As long as 

such a grading system was employed in a composition class, 

particularly one taught by untrained, overworked teachers, 

the system might invite a particular type of grading--in 

spite of the best intentions of good teachers. And a 

particular type of grading might invite a particular 

approach to writing. 

Thus, even without our considering research into 

the reliability or validity of grading, or into methods of 

teaching writing, the very combination of a freshman 

composition course and a grading scale made the grading of 

a student's essay an important decision, and at the same 

time encouraged a particular choice--rather a rigged 
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ballot. Even if some teachers identified the dangers of 

the system, or protested it, intuitively or scientifically, 

as did those teachers responding to the Hillegas-Thorndike 

scale, they were relatively trapped in it. 

NOw, ninety years of research into writing and 

grading have only added to our knowledge of the importance 

and difficulty of ranking students' essays. From most 

research into evaluation (Meyers, Starch, Dressel, Milton, 

Braddock, Diederich, Cooper and Odell, White, Reising and 

Stewart, Witte and Faigley, among many others), we know 

that since standards and methods vary among individual 

teachers, within institutions and certainly among 

institutions, standards can reflect only a limited and 

biased stance. No ranking system, regardless of its 

complexity, can eradicate bias, but only make it more 

uniform, and then only in a very limited setting, for a 

limited finding, and for a limited purpose. The concerns 

expressed by early educators over the dangers, "evils" of 

the scale system are those we still worry about--that the 

grade becomes an end in itself, that students will choosa 

courses and instructors for grades, that students will be 

"ranked" in a manner that has no bearing on life outside 

the institution, that some acquired abilities cannot be 

ranked, that the system would be abused, that inequities 

might result--only we now have more evidence on which to 
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dangers. 
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The conflicts that merge in the grading of freshman 

compositions suggest that either there should be no 

required freshman composition class, or the students' 

essays should not be ranked. The centuries-long dissention 

over the purpose of writing, standards, methods of 

teaching, has only become more complex with each 

generation, not answered. The increasing impetus--not 

necessarily the completed act--of democratic education, the 

gradual embracing of more segments of society and the 

impetus to accept as well the vernacular of that segment of 

society, can only add to the possible variations and 

dissention within the field of composition. The complex 

grading system is itself a matter of dissention, and thus 

another variable. It is also a system that conflicts with 

the movement toward democratic education. On the one hand, 

distinctions among classes are, we hope, being eradicated, 

yet the grading system perpetuates old distinctions or 

creates new ones. Its greatest offering has been limited-

uniformity. And increasingly complex research into all of 

the above, promises that the grading of essays will be 

beyond the capabilities of conscientious teachers, at least 

those who feel responsible for the ramifications of their 

choices in the classroom. 
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There are, however, areas of agreement, or at least 

commonalities, among teachers' approaches to evaluating 

students' work, and they provide a fairly stable line for 

teachers to follow. The commonalities are more difficult 

to see, since they are divided by gaps of time with no 

records, and only suggested by the records that do exist-

Isocrates, for example, mentions correction, but not of a 

student's work; Ascham describes how to correct a student's 

work, but the work is a translation, not an essay; Jonson 

how to respond to an inexperienced writer. But piecing 

together advice that continually resurfaces, suggests that 

either educators are rediscovering similar approaches, or 

many of the same approaches have continued without being 

recorded. Teachers emphasize not the importance of ranking 

a student's work, but of responding to it. Together, their 

comments create the following guide for an approach to 

evaluation: responding to a student's composition is one of 

the most important responsibilities of a teacher, and is 

far more than noting errors, but includes responding to the 

content; the criteria must be clear to the student; the 

type of responses must be determined by the student's 

nature, ability--some students can be motivated by praise 

and others by censure; expectations must be limited to what 

has been taught; teachers must be well trained in the 

subject they teach; students have the right to an audience 
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of peers and to evaluation by peers, but again this must be 

determined by the nature and ability of the students,' and 

the teacher must not delegate final responsibility to those 

peers; overcorrecting does more harm than good; and 

responses should be given in person. In these approaches 

to evaluation, past and present, teachers and researchers, 

seem to agree. And these are approaches that rise above 

questions of standards or methods; they supersede the 

variables. 

Teachers also seem to agree on the need for outside 

evaluation, both of their students' performances, and of 

their own teaching. For centuries educators had oral 

performances for the community within the institution and 

for the outside community as well. Medieval students 

passed through a battery of oral performances--private and 

public debates--to attain a degree (Boyer 154-55), and 

similar practices dominated in American colleges until late 

in the nineteenth century (Smallwood; Rashdall; Rudolph). 

outside audiences and outside examiners thus verified the 

quality of the students' work and judged as well the 

teachers within the institution and the institution itself. 

"The commencement disputation," Rudolph states, "put on 

display not only the senior class, but the truths they had 

been taught" (American 30). Many of our newer methods of 

evaluating writing seem be attempts to maintain an outside 
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examiner, by having students I work--single essays or a 

portfolio of essays--judged by one or more faculty members. 

Some methods do seem to be new--those by which 

students are allowed some responsibility not only for 

evaluating their own work, but in determining its rank 

(Beavensi R. Brown; Wllite); and those by which students are 

allowed to set the criteria and to evaluate and rank their 

work by their own criteria (Beavensi R. Brown). When a 

teacher, such as Mary Beavens, allows the student to 

determine the final rank, the one that will be recorded, 

then the power of grading has been given to the person it 

most affects--the student. Such approaches may be the 

major contribution of our twentieth century educators to 

the grading of a student's work. 

Another commonality appears, too, the charge that 

other educators, in the present or in the past, have been 

mistaken or misdirected in their methods of grading. This 

is particularly apparent in discussions about emphasizing 

the surface details of writing. Most teachers assert that 

such matters are important, but not the most important 

aspect of writing. There's a double message here. 

Teachers do not want to discount surface features, but they 

want someone else, such as teachers in the lower levels, to 

take responsibility for instruction in correct spelling, 

punctuation, grammar, so that writing can be easier and 
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freer. So, while the rules designating correctness may 

change, and the terms eliciting it may soften--etiguette 

rather than necessity, or effectiveness rather than 

etiguett@--the acknowledgement of its importance continues. 

Teachers desire correctness in their students' work, yet 

simultaneously refuse responsibility for that desire. They 

would do well to recognize that changing a name does not 

change a nature. As much harm can ensue from etiquette or 

desired effect as from necessity. 

The legacy of freshman composition at the turn of 

the century was one of complex and conflicting forces, and 

its legacy in the twenty-first century promises to be the 

same. Perhaps in the next ten years, freshman composition 

will be obsolete, composition itself absorbed into other 

courses, as has been suggested by some educators since the 

course began. Perhaps the grading of essays will pass into 

the responsibility of every teacher. If freshman 

composition survives, perhaps every teacher of the course 

will be trained in the difference between responding to and 

ranking an essay, will be given both training and time to 

do both to the benefit of the student, and will have theIr 

own judgment verified by impartial outsiders. If not, then 

at least there is some reassurance that in spite of 

differences in standards and teaching methods, in spite of 

practicality and pressure, teachers have valued and 
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attempted to protect the rights of students to the best 

kind of education and to the most just system of 

evaluation. If they failed at times, as we all do, they 

identified for their successors what must be altered, as we 

are identifying for ours. 



218 

APPENDIX A 

COLLEGE GRADING SYSTEMS 1775-1898 

Unless indicated otherwise, the source for this information 
is Smallwood. 

Before 1775 scale implied by exams and'by position of 
Honor. 

After 1775 scale indicated by parts at commencement. 

1777 

1783 

1817 

1817 

1825 

1830 

1833 

1837 

1837 

1842 

1846 

Harvard published in official catalogue standings of 
the top ten scholars. 

Yale, descriptive adjectives in categories of Optimi, 
Inferiores, Pejores. 

William and Mary still describing in letters to 
parents but also using numerical scale 1-4. 

University of Michigan founded; using descriptive 
adjectives. 

Yale began keeping written record of the quality 
of students' recitations (Rudolph 89). 

Harvard using 20-point numerical system for rhetoric 
class. 

Harvard rules as to the exercises for which marks for 
merit could be given. 

Harvard, for mathematics and philosophy, marking on 
basis of 100 points grouped into five categories 
(Milton 4). 

Mount Holyoke using numerical scale. 

Yale marking on numerical scale of 4; average of 2 
required. 

University of Michigan forms committee to revise 
system of merit and demerit. 



1850 William and Mary begin to use numerical scale. 

1851 University of Michigan drop scale, use pass-fail. 

1852 University of Michigan using + sign. 

1860 University of Michigan modify pass-fail to include 
condi tioni'.l. 

1864 University of Michigan using scale of 100 to rank 
examination in writing. 

1866 Yale by now requiring average of 2.5 on 4 point 
scale. 
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1867 University of Michigan drop plus sign and use pass, 
conditioned or absent. 

1869 Harvard removes disciplinary consideration from 
grades. 

1875 Harvard proposes method for obtaining average marks. 

1877 Harvard using 100 per cent scale and classifying 
students into six categories. 

1879 Michigan using system of passed, conditioned, and 
incomplete. 

1883 Michigan proposes that each instructor give short 
examinations, and that term exams be abolished. 

1883 Harvard using letter grades. 

1884 Harvard drops percentage system of marking. 

1886 Harvard instructors decide on marks of their 
students; marks not made public; students classed in 
five groups. 

1889 Harvard adds cum laude, magna cum laude, and summa 
Cll,m laude to degree system (Rudolph 16; SmCt llwood 
83) • 

1891 University of Georgia using numerical scale of 1-3, 
with 1* indicating excellence (Cureton 2, citing 
Waddell). 
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1891 Virginia using descriptive adjectives of optimus, 
melior bonus, malus, pejor, and pessimus (Cureton 2). 

1894 Wellesley College using pass-fail. students notified 
only if earning a failing grade (Wellesley 139). 

1895 Harvard replaces grades with scale of rank by merit: 
passed with distinction, passed, and failed. 

1895 University of Michigan begins using five marks: 
passed, incomplete, conditioned, not passed, absent. 

1896 Yale drops decimal point. 

1896 Mount Holyoke considers ranking students. 

1896 Wellesley College distinguishes between 
pass and "pass with credit"; students 
now notified of grade (Wellesley 139). 

1897 Mount Holyoke combines three systems: committee 
recommends using letter system, but also adds a 
descriptive adjective and the percentage of points 

required. 

1898 Mount Holyoke modifies system, dropping the 
descriptive adjectives. 

1898 Mount Holyoke still using descriptive adjectives. 
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APPENDIX B 

EXCERPT FROM BARRETT WENDELL'S "NOTE FOR TEACHERS" 

I may add that I have for years been accustomed, in 

reading themes, to make a hasty categorical analysis of 

every theme I read. The pages of my note-book are divlded 

thus: 

Name of Student: 

Theme I 

Title of theme 
Mark 

Words 
Sentences 
Paragraphs 
Whole Composition 

Clearness 
Force 
Elegance 

Remarks 

Theme II Theme III, etc. 

When one has sixty or seventy themes to read every 

weeki each single analysis must of course be hasty. If 

several separate analyses, however, made at considerable 

intervals, and necessarily in various moods and under 

various conditions, prove to have much in common, they 
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result in a valid basis for generalizations about the style 

of the individual they concern. The experience of more 

than ten years confirms my belief that this method of 

keeping pupils in hand is efficient. (College English 4) 
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APPENDIX C 

RESPONSES TO THE HILLEGAS-THORNDIKE SCALES 

[1] The construction of a concrete scale of measurement by 

Professor Thorndike and Mr. Hillegas seems, as a piece of 

scientific work, to be as Professor Michelson's 

determination of the length of a meter through the 

measurement of light-waves. Whatever way you look at it, 

there seems to the inquirer to be no gainsaying that 

Idifferences equally often noticed are equal, unless the 

differences are either always or never noticed I •••• 

[O]ne all important factor seems to be missing 

before the application of this standard of measurement to 

country-wide student composition can be made, and this is, 

just as there are certain to be variations in the 

independent judgment of compositions, there are certain to 

be variations between the applications of the Thorndike 

measure to the same pieces of written work. 

(liThe Efficiency Wave" 640) 

[2] Dr. William S. Learned, a fellow in Education at 

Harvard Uni versi ty, repor.ted the results of a test of the 

scale made under his direction by fifteen teachers in the 
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Newton schools. These persons first graded a set of fifty 

papers in the ordinary manner and then three weeks later 

graded them again with the aid of the scale. A 

considerable gain in uniformity resulted. 

It was the opinion of those who discussed Dr. 

Learned's report that he had not really established the 

value of the scale. The gain in uniformity might well be 

traced to the feeling of the markers on the second round 

that they were unreasonably far apart. No one marked as 

high or as low as on the first occasion. Moreover, some of 

the samples in the scale were so unlike the papers to be 

graded that no just comparison could be made. The attempt 

was made to measure certain qualities by those of an 

entirely different character. As Professor Holmes pointed 

out, you cannot measure light, heat and redness on the same 

rod. All were agreed, however, that the attempt to perfect 

a scale should by all means be encouraged. 

Scale" 130) 

(liThe Hillegas 

[3] During the past winter a test of the Hillegas scale 

was made in the Baltimore high schools. The test throws 

some light on the influence of the personal equation in the 

grading of composition work. • [O]ne teacher graded 

the second theme highest, one graded the third highest, one 

graded the fourth highest, and three graded the fifth 



highest. While three graded the second theme below 

passing, one graded it 94 per cent. 
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The grading of the five short themes occupied the 

spare time of the teachers for a week. It is believed, 

however, that familiarity with the scale and the method of 

the work would greatly reduce the time and make possible 

the use of a scale for the evaluating of work at the end of 

each semester. It is not thought wise to use the Hillegas 

scale but to establish a local scale. 

It is to be hoped that • • • other schools that are 

experimenting with the scale will publish results so that 

the real value of the scale may be definitely determined. 

(Wilcox 661) 

[4] Suppose that instead of asking, Is this composition, 

written by some unknown X, better than that written by some 

unknown Y? we ask, Which is the more sincere expression of 

some growing individuality? or Which will be more 

legitimately effective in its appeal to a certain 

audience?--why, handy-dandy, which is the justice, which is 

the thief? It is quite possible that a pupil whose best 

work is rated 900 in Dr. Hillegas' scale, may nevertheless 

be degenerating instead of advancing--he may be treading 

the primrose path to the ever-lasting fire; whereas the 

pupil whose best work is rated 400 may be on his way to 
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that freedom and strength and sincerity of speech which 

will one day make him a power for good. Viewed from the 

standpoint of their spiritual development, the first should 

be rated zero, the second 1,000. 

Indeed, Dr. Hillegas himself remarks, and the 

admission is most significant, that certain of the judges 

rated the inferior and artificial compositions higher than 

they should, on the supposition that they were the naive 

expressions of very young children • • 

I leave this problem with you, then, with the 

seemingly paradoxical conclusion that we ought in every way 

to encourage Professor Thorndike and Dr. Hillegas in their 

attempts to provide us with a scale for the measurement of 

English compositions, but that when the scale is ready, we 

had better refrain from using it (Scott "Our Problems" 5). 
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APPENDIX D 

ERA CHARACTERISTICS 

1800s "Key points of literacy • • • [s]chool developments, 
institutionalization, mass literacy, 'mass' print media, 
education for social and economic development: public and 
compulsory" (H. Graff 87). 

1860-1910 First literacy crisis in this country was 
"roughly contemporaneous with the Industrial Revolution" 
(Varnum 148). "Mechanical correctness became the new 
hallmark of literacy. Businessmen needed employees who 
could • • • observe the form of standard usage" (Varnum 
151). 

1890 "the 'daily theme' ••• being proposed as the 
solution to all writing problems" (Kitzhaber Themes 74). 

1890s (late) study of literature dominated; "principles of 
rhetoric and grammar only barren formulas" (Themes 
Kitzhaber 74). 

1800s (late) Medical terms applied to educational 
problems, "diagnose, • • • disabilities, defects, deficits, 
deficiencies and handicaps" (Rose Lives 209). 

1890s (late)-1940 "composition instruction ••• largely 
dominated by exercises in grammar and usage and by sentence 
diagraming" (Kitzhaber Themes 74). 

1800s (late)-1900s Spencer "opposed to the traditional 
course of study, especially to the great preponderance of 
the classics in secondary and higher institutions of 
learning." Knowledge should be practical, allowing 
"survival and participation" (Boyer 426). "Influential 
group" of Herbert Spencer's "followers came to believe," as 
Spencer did not, that social evolution "could be guided and 
accelerated in the service of specific social goals 
••• "; school was at "the center of social reform" 

(Applebee 47); interest in 'empiricism' and on the 
'psychological laboratory.'''; Thorndike and Woodworth 
"attack[ed] • • • the theory of transfer of training" and 
"mental discipline" fell to the wayside (Applebee 48-49). 



1800s (late)-1900s."application of business methods to 
schools" (Castell and Luke 165). 
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1896 "The Growing Illiteracy of American Boys" appears in 
The Nation (Rose Lives 5). 

1900s+ "The application of science to edu.cational problems 
took place against the background of a widespread but 
loosely formulated identification of 'scientific' with 
'efficient,' largely as a result of the adoption of 
principles of 'scientific management' by American business. 
• •• In many school systems, 'effici~nt' education came 
to be identified too closely with 'good' education" 
(Applebee 80-81). 

1900s "Key point of literacy • • • nonprint, electronic 
media" (H. Graff 87). 

1900s+ Tutorial system becomes prominent at Harvard, to 
help guide student in self-education (Yeomans 141-49). 

1900s John Dewey rejected "literature and history as sole 
purveyors of culture", and thus justified "abandoning the 
classical pedagogy." He made "no provision for a cultural 
elite" (Applebee 48). 

1900 College Entrance Exam Board (CEEB) founded (Ohmann 
52). 

1900+ Uniform list designates works students should read 
before entering college. The attack on the list 
"culminat[ed]1t in the founding of NCTE in 1911 (Applebee 
50-51). 

1900+ "[V]ocational education became an important 
dimension of the school program (Applebee 59). 

1900s At Harvard, the "respect for intellectual achievement 
had fallen to [a] deplorable level." Scholars were 
considered "greasy grinds" or "greasers" and held in 
contempt" (Yeomans 126). 

1900-1914 "the number of public high schools in America 
doubled and the student population increased by 150 
percent" (Castell and Luke 165). 

1905-08 Binet Scales devised (Applebee 81). 
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1900-1917 "Teaching of English in the high school and 
college attained professional standing. English teachers 
now were more confident about the special materials of 
their domain and of the methods for teaching them. It is 
important to note, however, there were still large 
disagreements" (Berlin "Writing" 192). 

1909 A Harvard committee Report includes the statement that 
"the ordinary undergraduate does not believe that high rank 
or honors attained in College are any indication of success 
in after life" (Yeomans 123). 

1900+ "[R]evolt against the college entrance requirement 
• • • new focus on student; • • • concern that democratic 
values and institutions be reflected in the classroom 
(Applebee 64); education was "social in content" (Applebee 
66). 

1905 "preceptorial System" begun at Princeton; students 
guided in independent work but must attend conferences with 
instructors (Yeomans 154). 

1905 Tutorial work at Bowdoin primarily in small groups 
(Yeomans 154). 

1908+ At Harvard, regarding general examinations: "Many of 
the instructors • • • thought examinations nothing but a 
nuisance, to be held only because the Faculty required that 
they be held" (Yeomans 137). 

1910s-1920s "American-prescribed and authorized readers 
• • • reflected the dominant values and popular culture of 
commercial and industrial life. stories of 'adventure' and 
'friendship' featured vignettes of family life, work and 
play, and encouraged community service and individual 
achievement" (Castell and Luke 167). 

1913 NCTE "survey of 307 schools indicated once again that 
the curriculum in literature was 'with few exceptions' 
determined by the Uniform Lists" (Applebee 53). 

1916 "College Board decides to offer two examinations in 
English, one of which will not require the study of a set 
list of books" (Applebee 272). 

1916+ "[T]rend ••• toward increased emphasis upon the 
comprehensive examinationf' (Applebee 54). 
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1917+ Second literacy crisis "to a great degree was the 
product of international tension. • •• Because of the 
prevailing insistence upon Americanization education 
between 1917 and 1921, legislation was enacted in some 30 
states requiring that all instruction in the public schools 
be in the English language" (Varnum 152). 

1920s "[S]pecial 'honors course' on the rise (Yeomans 153). 

1920s and 1930s Marked by concern for efficiency, 
scientific objectivity and accuracy (Rose Lives 209). 

1920s General examinations in History· and Political 
Science create paperload problem at Harvard; "considered 
advisable to divide the work among a larger number of men" 
(Yeomans 145). 

1920 "[O]utside examiners" at Harvard not working well, but 
Harvard faculty hopes that as other colleges begin to give 
general examinations, the personnel from other colleges 
could be used (Yeomans 145). 

1920s Ability-grouping popular; gifted and "slow" students 
separated (Applebee 82, 91-92). 

1922-24 "Scott, Foresman Literature and Life series set 
the pattern for school anthologies" (Applebee 272). 

1890-1920 "[C]ampaign of reform from the top down. 
characterized urban education. • • • This 'progressivism' 
generally ••• glorified expertise, efficiency, and the 
disinterested public service of elites" (Tyack and Hansot 
7) • 

1890-1940 "[S]tructure of school systems grew complex and 
often huge, new specializations appeared, conceptions of 
the nature of 'intelligence' and learning shifted" (Tyack 
and Hansot 8). 

1922 Dewey against the degree of imposition of science 
(Tyack and Hansot 198). 

1925 The first item in Charles S. Pendleton's list of 
"1581 'objectives' for school English was 'the ability to 
spell correctly without hesitation all the ordinary words 
of one's writing vocabulary" (Mencken 143; quoted in Ohmann 
97). 
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1926 "NCTE committee report on 'The Place and Function of 
English in American Life," justifies English as a 
"functional study, but ignores literature" (Applebee 272). 

1930s The "libertarian wing of education progressivism 
[and] the small group of social reconstructionists • • • 
dreamed • • • of using the schools to construct a new 
social order • •• In some ways [they were] the 
forerunners of • • • the free school advocates • • • • 
They sought to make the school conform to the trajectory of 
the individual child's growth. They drew on Freud and 
avant garde artists and intellectuals to criticize the 
repressiveness of the traditional structure and curriculum 
and to urge the individual self-expression of the child 
instead (Tyack and Hansot 196). 

1930s Remedial English classes called "sick" sections. 
(Rose, Lives 209). 

1930s Rhetorics "[s]ocially based" (Berlin, "Writing" 
200). 

1930s Dewey "rejected the progressive aim of unguided and 
even uninhibited self-expression • • • pointed out the need 
for the mature adult to assist in giving direction to the 
budding capacities of children" (Brubacher 21). 

1931 "[R]estricted lists [uniform lists] abandoned" 
(Applebee 54). 

1930s and 40s A "number of educators called attention to 
the grossly unequal distribution of educational 
opportunities in the united states (Tyack and Hansot 272). 

1934 A "report on the teaching of College English" has a 
professor crying for "ceaseless, brutal drill on mechanics 
• • • Never mind imagination, the soul, literature, for at 
least one semester, but pray for literacy and fight for it" 
(Rose, Lives 212, citing James campbell 36). 

1940s Research into importance of "educational attainment 
and credentials • • • in employment" (Tyack and Hansot 
273). 

1940 "[G]eneral semantics ••• hailed as the answer that 
everybody had been seeking, and for a decade college 
freshmen pored over the 'abstraction ladder' and learned 
that cow 1 is not cow 1 is not cow 3" (Kitzhaber, Themes 
74) • 
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1940s Technocratic era (Castell and Luke 169). 

1940s liThe term 'functional literacy' was coined by the US 
Army • • • • 'functional literacy' a measure of vocational 
and social competence II (Castell and Luke (169). [According 
to Kaestle, the term IIfunctional literacy" "gained 
popularity in the 1930s" (113).] 

1942 liThe third major literacy crisis in the history of 
American education was a product of the Second World War. 
• • • A back to the basics movement was underway, and 
remedial classes abounded" (Varnum 153). 

1940s (mid) The "communications course appeared as a part 
of the general education movement; combining of four 
'communication skills'--reading, writing, speaking, 
listening--in the same course • • • height of the trend in 
1948" (Kitzhaber, Themes 74). 

1940s New criticism altered approach to analyzing and· 
writing about literature (Ohmann 70). Opposing groups 
offered "no real alternative" (81), but charged New 
criticism with "succumbi.ng to the methods of science in an 
effort to defeat science" (Ohmann 83). 

1945+ "Extension of educational opportunities to persons 
who traditionally had not attended college changed higher 
education from an essentially elitist to a fundamentally 
egalitarian institution." "Changing student population 
brought established methods of teaching writing into 
question" (Witte and Faigley 70-71). 

1945-1960 "Composition course • • • a concern for the 
narrowly utilitarian, such as letter writing and 
interviewing II (Berlin, "Writing" 202). 

1940s to 70s Increasing migration from rural areas (Tyack 
and Hansot 276). 

1940-1973 "'[C]risis' became one of the key words in the 
school lexicon II (Tyack and Hansot 269). 

1940s "[P]eople trying to cut loose from their social 
origins and join an intellectual elite" (Ohmann 86). 

1940s Move by "the academic literary profession in this 
country • • • to revive literary culture and disseminate it 
widely and democratically" (Ohmann 89). 
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1940s (end) "[A]cademic salaries hit bottom" (Ohmann 80). 

1950s and 60s "Classrooms filled up • • • as students left 
the sciences and sought insight through the arts" (Ohmann 
66). 

1950+ Fourth literacy crisis prompted by "international 
technological competition. The feeling was widespread 
among English educators that curricular reform in English 
was necessary, particularly in the area of writing" (varnum 
155). 

1950-52 "Ford Fund for the Advancement of Education begins 
experiment with early admissions and advanced placement" 
(Applebee 272). 

1950s-60s Acceleration projects (Milton, Alternatives 38). 

1950s-70s Studies into grades as motivators (Milton, 
Making 11). 

1958 National Defense Education Act (Berlin, "Writing" 
206). 

1950-1960 Funding to schools had been increasing; "capital 
investment zoomed upwards; new schools; better teacher
student ratio (Tyack and Hansot 269). "[B]etween 1890 and 
1960 expenditures on colleges and universities went from 
$160 million to $18.6 billion, or a tenfold increase in the 
percentage of the GNP allocated to this purpose" (Ohmann 
299). 

1950s Beginning awareness among English teachers "as a 
group" that no "one usage or dialect is absolutely correct" 
(Ohmann 67). 

1950s and 60s "Wide discrepancy between working of the 
[English] profession and its articulated values" (Ohmann 
67). 

1957 Noam Chomsky's Syntactic Structures (Kitzhaber, 
Themes 81). 

1900s (Late) Crisis of Literacy (H. Graff 87). 

1960s and 1970s "[S]chools ••• charged with being 
'accountable' for the 'pr.oducts' they were producing. 
Students • • • now considered a commodity to be weighed and 
measured" (Berlin, "Writing" 212). 
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1960s "[S]chooling had become o~e of the prime weapons in 
the war on poverty • • • • Americans came to question both 
the ideology and the institutions of public education 
(Tyack and Hansot 270). "By the end of the 1960s ••• 
established assumptions and practices were questioned" 
(Tyack and Hansot 272). "Compensatory education ••• to 
improve the academic achievements of children who did nqt 
perform well in school" (Tyack and Hansot 282). 

1964 National Defense Education Act "included study of 
literature and composition" (Berlin, "Writing" 207). 

1960s Decade of liberal ideals: authority was challenged, 
regulations were dropped (Witte and Faigley 71). 

1960s "[I]ncreasing number of English teachers ••• busily 
involved with 'team-teaching, 'lay reader,' closed-circuit 
television, overhead projectors, 'resource teachers,' 
'teacher aides ••• , 'programmed learning,' structural 
linguistics" (Kitzhaber, Themes 75). 

1960s Interest in "automated instruction." "Gadgetry," 
"teaching machines; some universities "'programming 
remedial English composition.'" (Kitzhaber, Themes 87). 

1960s Review English "being dropped at many colleges" 
(Kitzhaber, Themes 93). 

1968-1970 "Disillusionment with academic reform leads to 
reassertion of progressive principles in the teaching of 
English; reports from Dartmouth and the study of British 
schools suggest new models; electives adopted by many 
secondary schools (Applebee 273). 

1960s (late) and 1970s "Composing as process, discovery of 
self" (Berlin, "Writing" 211). 

1969 Interest in making the humanities interdisciplinary 
(Ohmann 224). 

1960s (late) and 70s Writing a "generative and creative 
process"; "techniques like freewriting ••• challenged the 
old idea of writing as packaging." it became 
"pedagogically respectable to treat the freshman student as 
an individual whose experience has validity and whose 
writing should express that validity, ••• exploration of 
self, ••• encounter techniques (Ohmann 140-141). 
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1970s Literary crisis--"Why Johnny Can't Write" appeared 
in Newsweek, claiming that "the u~ s. educational system is 
spawning a generation of semiliterates" (qtd. in witte and 
Faig1ey 4). 

1970s "perceived. • • writing crisis" because of the 
"substantial number of 'new students' ••• unprepared for 
traditional college work"; "new demands for accountability 
and increased testing" (Hendrix vii). 

1970s "[T]eacher unionization, collective bargaining, 
judicial decrees, student rights, and community control 
upset the politics of education" (Tyack and Hansot 272). 

1970s Educational Testing Service (ETS) under fire "for 
racial bias, for ethnocentrism, for secrecy, for elitism, 
for sheer bulk" (Ohmann 52). 

1970s "[C]ha11enge to professional autonomy ••• [;] 
demands for measurement of results of a college education 
(Ohmann 241). 

1970 wilcox survey results indicated college and 
university professionals hesitant to have teaching 
evaluated (Ohmann 239; from unpublished material from 
wi1cox's study). Reasons given: " ••• teaching cannot be 
evaluated very accurately and objectively; • • • any form 
of evaluation must necessarily be flawed by the very nature 
of what teaching is ••• ; ••• teaching ••• is a way of 
life, and it seems impossible to separate the effectiveness 
of one's teaching style from a general effectiveness in 
generally humane terms ••• " (Wilcox 8; qtd. in Ohmann 
240-41). 

1971 MLA questionnaires showed that "over 40% of the four 
year colleges and universities had reduced or removed their 
English and foreign language requirements for graduation" 
(Ohmann 224, citing Fisher 7). 

1975. Fifth, current, literacy crisis "largely the result 
of demographic changes. • • • What we have been seeing is 
the temporary disappointment of the expectation that an 
enlarged student body should be able to live up to a 
previously elite standard" (Varnum 157). 

1976 "Freshman composition • • • occupies 40% of the 
teaching time of English ·departments, including their 
graduate assistants. Yet the kind of acculturation 
practiced in it, with red pencil and Harbrace Handbook, is 
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not the kind Matthew Arnold or the professional ideologies 
have envisioned" (Ohmann 229). 

1980s From the perspective of the early 1980s, we can see 
two major developments stemming from the inadequacy of the 
traditional approaches to the teaching of writing and the 
public outcry over the 'literacy crisis'[;] ••• the 
growing emphasis on processes in writing; the writing
across-the-curriculum movement" (Witte and Faigley 72). 

1980s "The challenge for U. s. educators in the 1980s lies 
in the fact that society expects them not only to enforce a 
higher standard of literacy but also to educate the broad 
majority of American youth up to this standard" (Varnum 
147). 

1986 "Writing teachers today are a larger and more diverse 
group than twenty years ago. No longer just members of 
English Departments'; they have specialized in many related 
fields, including linguistics, rhetoric, psychology, 
education and sociology" (Hendrix viii-ix) • 

1986 "state legislatures and boards of education across 
the nation have mandated large scale writing assessment 
programs" (Greenberg, Wiener, and Donovan xi). 

1986 "Little consensus about the skills and processes that 
constitute writing" (Greenberg, Wiener, and Donovan xi). 
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