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Rethinking How Reading Responses Are Graded: From a

Single Score to Three Concrete Comments

Teaching the Journey to the West reading—response unit a second time, I found the
biggest flaw not in the writing stage but in the grading stage. The whole class
received a single letter grade; students glanced at it and closed the notebook. A
single grading standard tells students there is one right answer, so next time they

keep guessing what the teacher wants. I made three changes.

Change one: write one concrete comment instead of a letter grade. For each essay
I find the most concrete moment and comment on it, for example: you noticed Wukong
conjuring three effigies to protect his master even as he was banished, and you were
the only one in class to catch that detail, which is what a good reading response
looks like. Scores are still recorded, but the sentence comes first. After a month,
students started asking each other what the teacher wrote about their essay, not what

grade they got.

Change two: tier by the honesty of the trigger, not by polish. My rubric has
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three items: is the trigger a detail that really exists in the text; is it connected
to the student’s own experience; is that connection developed. A messy writer who
meets all three gets the top tier. One student’ s handwriting was sloppy, but he wrote
about fearing being misunderstood like Wukong, tied to the time classmates falsely
accused him of taking money. He met all three items and saw the top tier on his

notebook for the first time.

Change three: peer review has exactly one task. Previously, peer review produced
only praise or copied remarks. Now the review sheet has a single field: find the one
trigger in this essay that only its author could have written, and explain in one
sentence why only he could write it. The task forces readers to read closely, and the
author sees their own uniqueness. One essay was reviewed with: you wrote that your
grandmother keeps your childhood drawings under the glass of her desk, and only you

could have written that.

After a semester, the clearest change appeared in the bottom third of the class.
They used to give up, knowing no effort would earn a good grade; now they see that
writing about their own lives gets noticed, and their essays grew longer. Grading
shapes motivation: a single score pushes weaker students out, while concrete feedback

keeps them in the game.
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