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A Guide to Grading the Essays 
 

“Nothing is good or bad, but thinking makes it so.”   
--Prince Hamlet 

The above quote is a pretty neat idea when exploring the relativistic nature of the universe, but 
you should demand from your teacher a clear outline of his/her thinking in regard to grading 
your papers.  This is my thinking—you should read these guidelines and see if they match your 
thinking.  Be sure you understand the details because a misunderstanding may result in a lower 
grade than you are shooting for.  Each letter grade below corresponds to the numbers 9-1 on the 
general rubric that we will be using this semester.  For example, an “A” equals a “9”, an “A-“ 
equals an “8”, and so on. 
 

Excellent Essays (A and A-) 
Truly outstanding essays differ from the good and very good ones in the extent to which they 
suggest brilliance, mastery, or inspiration beyond great competency. The central idea of an 
outstanding essay, for example, may be strikingly original, interesting, or mature; the diction 
should be more than appropriate in illustrating wit, imagery, irony, and metaphor—all with 
unusual freshness and vividness. 
 
An outstanding essay may also represent the skillful completion of an exceptionally challenging 
or ambitious task, though it may lack the excellence of specific features cited above. 
 

Good/Very Good Essays (B+ and B) 
Central Idea presents a significant and interesting central idea, clearly defined and 

supported with substantial, concrete, and consistently relevant detail. 
 
Organization handled so that the essay conveys sense of controlling purpose and orderly 

progression; the thought moves—clearly, coherently, and with compelling 
logic toward a conclusion; paragraphs are developed with sufficient 
support and suitable proportion and emphasis; transitions between 
paragraphs are explicit and graceful. 

 
Sentence Structure skillfully constructed and displaying fluency, economy, and effective 

variety; together with diction, sentence structure, is the best evidence of 
style, the distinctive, natural display of a good mind at work. 

 
Diction everywhere appropriate to the writer’s subject, purpose, and audience, and 

occasion; distinctive in precision, economy, and the idiomatic use of 
Standard English. 

 
Mechanics notable for the consistent use of conventional grammar, punctuation, and 

spelling; what errors there are do not detract significantly from the 
generally high quality of the essay as a whole. 
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Fair or Average Essays (C+ and C) 
Central Idea central idea apparent but may be trite, trivial, general, or self-evident; the 

idea is supported with some concrete detail, but detail that is occasionally 
repetitious, irrelevant, or sketchy. 

 
Organization plan and method of the essay apparent but not consistently fulfilled; 

developed with occasional disproportion or inappropriate emphasis; 
paragraphs unified, coherent, and usually effective in development; 
transitions between paragraphs clear but sometimes abrupt, mechanical, or 
monotonous. 

 
Sentence Structure correctly structured but lacking in variety, economy, or forcefulness. 
 
Diction appropriate to the subject, purpose, audience, and occasion; generally clear 

and idiomatic but not distinctive; some misuse of words may occur. 
 
Mechanics clarity and effectiveness of expression are weakened by occasional lapses 

from conventional grammar, punctuation, and spelling. 
 

Weak or Poor Essays (D+ and D) 
Central Idea vague or confused or too large or general; unsupported by specific, 

concrete, relevant detail. 
 
Organization plan and purpose of the essay not apparent; either the generalizations are 

left undeveloped, or they are developed by detail that is irrelevant, 
redundant, or inconsistent; paragraphs lack unity, coherence, or support; if 
there are any transitions between paragraphs, they may be unclear, 
misleading, or ineffective; thought and planning may display illogic or 
insufficient effort. 

 
Sentence Structure sentences lacking in unity or coherence; run-ons, comma splices, or 

fragments may appear; expression is generally marked by serious or 
frequent awkwardness, incompleteness, ambiguity, redundancy, or 
immaturity; coordination may be excessive with a subsequent lack of 
appropriate subordination. 

 
Diction inappropriate in being vague, imprecise, unidiomatic, immature, too 

colloquial, or substandard. 
 
Mechanics clarity of meaning is obscured by frequent or serious departures from 

conventional grammar, punctuation, and spelling. 
 

Failing Essays (F) 
An essay fails when it lacks a central idea, when it is clear that the writer has no subject, purpose, 
or reason for writing.  An essay may also fail when it exhibits a total inability to develop its 
central idea or when it demonstrates incompetence in the use of conventional English. 


