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 I call this presentation “Why I don’t Grade Papers,” and I intend it to be 

provocative.1 Let me also say, in no uncertain terms, I am not hoping to convince all of 

you or any of you not to use letter grades.  If you choose not to use grades, you need to 

integrate whatever system you choose into the work of the course.  I would argue, 

however, that you should think just as hard about how and why you use letter grades as 

you would about not using them.  My goal is not convince you to do things the way I 

choose to do them, but to articulate WHY I do what I do when I read and respond to 

student writing.  I hope that you will find some of what I say applicable to your own 

teaching practice. However, I won’t be doing my job if all I offer you are DON’Ts.  I’d 

just be brandishing the red pen.   

I may be sufficiently confident about my own writing that I can apply productive 

criticism, discount unproductive criticism, and recognize when criticism is not applicable.  

Nevertheless, when I was beginning my dissertation, I more or less stopped talking to two 

professors because I could find nothing positive in what they said to me about my project.  

What I needed from them were comments that helped me see what in my own work was 

workable and helped me continue with my work in productive ways.  It’s not enough to 

                                                
1 “Why I Don’t Grade Papers” was first presented as a lecture during the Summer, 1998 
session of “Teaching Writing,” the six week course required of all new Graduate Student 
Instructors in Cornell’s First Year Writing Seminar Program.  At that time, the weekly 
meetings consisted of a lecture session followed by a discussion section.  (We eliminated 
the lecture component in 2003 and have taught it as seminar sections ever since). I 
presented slightly revised versions once or twice during subsequent sessions of 
“Teaching Writing.”  Since 2000 or 2001 it has been included in the course-pack 
distributed to participants in “Teaching Writing.”  By the time it was included in the 
course-pack, I had incorporated writing produced by a student in a summer pre-freshman 
writing class I taught in 1999, and appended excerpts from course materials.  To prepare 
for the piece’s 2008 migration from course-pack to web site, I have made a handful of 
minor edits to the body of the article, updated the list of sources, and added some 
explanatory footnotes. 
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ideas which they can probably communicate more effectively if they are encouraged to 

work at it.   

 I also believe that if I think of my students as children, and treat them like 

children, they are more likely to act like children.  If they I treat them like adults, like 

potential colleagues, they are more likely to become colleagues eventually.  The way I 

talk to my students in class and in conferences, the kinds of things I say to them and write 

to them, and, hopefully, the way I talk about them to others, is premised on the idea that 

they deserve my respect. 

 Before I get to my list of reasons why I don’t grade papers, I would add that 

language matters.  The language we use to talk to students and write to students matters.  

The language we use to talk about students matters.  And the language we use to talk 

about what we do matters. 

 With that in mind, let me explain why I don’t grade papers. 

 

• I don’t like judging students or their work either relative to each other or relative to 

some idea I have about what their papers should be or do.  Sitting down to grade papers is 

the worst part of teaching.  Reading student work and seeing thinking develop and 

writing improve is the best.  For me, thinking of what I do as “reading” rather than 

“grading” or “correcting” makes what I do infinitely more pleasant. 

 

•  Any course in which I had nothing to learn would be unbearable.  Grading to me 

suggests a system in which I possess knowledge and they receive it.  Reading suggests to 

me that I have something to learn.  I like reading the Hjortshoj articles included in the 
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course packet, especially “Being in the Classroom,” because they remind me of some of 

the ways that teachers can learn while they teach.3 

 

•  Students at Cornell are under enormous grade pressure, some of it self-induced, some 

of it family induced, some of socially induced.  They feel as if their lives and futures are 

tied up in their grades, and sometimes they are.  I don’t want them attaching that kind of 

weight to the papers they write for my class.  I want them to feel free to experiment, to 

take risks, to make mistakes, to write for the sake of writing.  I’d like them to have one 

class where they don’t worry that if they muck up one assignment they won’t get into 

medical school and they won’t be able to live the kind of life they envision for 

themselves. 

 

•  I want my students to write about things they are interested in because they are 

interested in them, not because there is a credential at stake.  I’d rather they be motivated 

by interest and engagement than by fear. 

 

•  The presence of a grade makes it more difficult for either the student or the instructor 

to focus on comments and potential areas of improvement.  Often the grade is what the 

student notices and the grade is what the student wants to talk about. 

 

•  I don’t want to spend time, in either comments or conferences, justifying a low grade. 

 

•  About grades as ranking, Peter Elbow writes, “They quantify the degree of approval or 

disapproval in readers but tell nothing at all about what the readers actually approve or 

disapprove of.  They say nothing that couldn’t be said with gold stars or black marks or 

smiley-faces” (190).  Because grades on writing assignments tend to measure approval or 

                                                
3 In 1998 our course packet included several short essays on teaching written by Keith 
Hjortshoj in the course of his work with Teaching Assistants at Cornell.  Much of the 
material included in these essay
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disapproval, the most reliable way to get a good grade in my class is to write what I want 

to read.  Learning to write for me may be a useful skill but it is a skill with limited 

applications. 

 

•  Most things students are likely to write after college are likely to be collaborative, 

ungraded projects where they cannot assume a captive audience.  If they realize this now, 

they might be more likely to realize, first, that writing may have some purpose outside of 

school, and second, that writing well may be a source of power for them.  This may, in 

turn, make them more interested in learning how to improve their writing.  It’s very hard 

to teach someone writing (or anything else) if she or he doesn’t want to learn. 

 

•  It’s hard to get students to take collaborative work seriously if they believe they are in 

competition with other students. 

 

•  I want my students to realize that writing is a process.  It’s hard to do this when they 

are focused on the sces.,v0 0  9ET Q q e d.triesoF1.0
11at
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At first I was very frustrated, I left my conferences feeling as if I 

had just wrote the worst paper in the world.  I was particularly astonished 

when Elliot asked me, where do I plan to take my paper.  This was the 

strangest question I thought a writing teacher could ask.  This was because 

I was just writing for a grade.  Therefore, the paper was already where I 

wanted it to go which was to be graded.  However this was not the case.  It 

took me several conferences to realize the importance of this question. 

I realized that writing is not just words on a sheet of paper.  I had 

to set a goal for my reader, a storyline, something that they would take 

with them after they finished reading.  This is the reason for taking my 

paper to another level which I think makes it more interesting. 

I am now trying to write my papers with that level I want to reach 

already in mind.  I think that by not getting a letter grade I am inclined to 

work harder…. 
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Appendix 

excerpted from syllabus for English 289 “Inventing Non-Fiction” Spring 1999 
Course Goals:  
 At the end of this semester, I want each of you to be more accomplished, 
experienced, confident writers.  I want you to have a stronger sense of how you can put 
information and ideas together and present them to an audience. 
 For any writer who wishes to improve, no matter how experienced he or she 
might be, there is no substitute for reading, writing, revising, and researching.  I will ask 
you to produce a substantial amount of writing during the course of the semester and do a 
substantial amount of revision.  Most of your writing during the second half of the 
semester will be devoted to producing a project which will involve some combination of 
research, observation, and revision.  As part of this project, I will ask you to produce a 
minimum of 20 pages of writing, which may include revisions.  Because you will choose 
your own topic, I encourage you to start thinking now about a topic that might interest 
you.  I will also encourage you to work with one or more classmates in the research and 
writing phases of this project.  In preparation for this stage of the course, we will engage 
in regular examination of student writing, in both small and large groups. 
 During the final weeks of this class, each of you will present some portion of the 
work you have done during the course of the semester.  These presentations, which may 
be collaborative, will probably be around 10 minutes long, followed by time for questions 
and discussion.  More details later. 
 
Course Requirements: 
•  Attendance is required every day.  This means you must show up on time, with your 
reading and writing done, ready to participate.  Missed classes, chronic lateness, or 
inattention during class will hinder your chances of passing this course.  If you miss more 
than 3 classes for any reason your grade will suffer. 
•  You are required to complete assigned reading and writing assignments on time.  This 
includes reading and commenting on your peers' papers and keeping a writing notebook. 
•  You are responsible for contacting me if you miss anything because of absence or 
lateness or if you need more time to complete a project.  Talk to your classmates but talk 
to me too. 
•  You are required to meet with me at least twice during the course of the semester.  I 
will encourage you to confer with me at particular times but you are ultimately 
responsible for making sure you have met with me.  More conferences are, of course, 
welcome. 
•  Unless otherwise specified, all papers should be word-processed and laser-printed 
or ink jet printed.  If this presents a problem, please let me know.  Please put your 
name, my name, and the date on the first page and staple the paper in the upper left 
hand corner.  Please, no cover sheets or plastic folders. 
•  Please keep copies of all your written work. 



   Shapiro / 12 

  Copyright Elliot H. Shapiro 2008 
   

•  Because I want you to write not just for me, but for a larger audience which will 
include, at the very least, other members of the class, I will not grade individual papers.  
If you fulfill the requirements of the course and do good work, you will receive a B.  If 
you fulfill the requirements and do excellent work you will receive an A.  If you fall short 
in any aspect of the course, your grade will suffer accordingly.  While I will not tell you 
what grade an individual paper would have received, I will be happy to tell you, during 
the course of the semester, more or less what grade your overall performance merits. 
•  It is crucial that the members of the class read and discuss each other’s written work.  
This is valuable both for the writer of a piece, who should receive useful feedback from 
the reader, and for the reader, who will get a better sense of what his or her classmates are 
working on.  It is a requirement of this course that you demonstrate a serious commitment 
to peer review. 
•  I will expect that you read and understand this and all other hand-outs I give you.  I am, 
of course, available by phone, e-mail, and in person to explain any assignments. 
 
Excerpted from assignment for Writing 134: Summer 1999 
Journal Assignment 
 
Today marks the end of the third week of classes, the mid-way point of the summer 
semester.  I’d like you to include in your journal a self-evaluation and a course 
evaluation.  These can be separate entries or you can combine them.  You may find it 
helpful to write these as a letter (or letters), addressed to me, or to yourself, or to other 
members of the class, or to someone else. 
 
In your self evaluation I’d like you to write honestly about what you’ve done well during 
the first half of the course, what you think you’ve accomplished, and where you think 
your work could improve.  This might be a place to set some goals for the second half of 
the semester. 
 
In your course evaluation I’d like you to talk about both the strengths and the weaknesses 
of the course.  This is your chance to tell me what we’ve done that you think is effective, 
what we’ve done that you’d like to change, and what you would like to do that we 
haven’t done. 
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