GRADING A PUBLICATIONS COURSE
November 12, 2004
How to Give Objective Grades on Subjective Material
This article originally appeared in the winter 2004 edition of Communication: Journalism Education Today.
AN OVERVIEW
By Candace Perkins Bowen
with a little help from the other ASNE High School Journalism Institute instructors at Kent State —
H.L. Hall, Susan Hathaway Tantillo and John Bowen
Megan is a photographer who spends every weekend covering all the school’s sporting events, but she often appears to be doing “very little” during class.

Shawn can take the results of a survey and turn them into an infographic that tells a complicated story at a glance, but his editor has to double-check his spelling on the most simple words.

And Kara grasps the potential impact of a discussion at the school board meeting and can search out sources to get facts she needs, but deadlines? She doesn’t know the meaning of the word.

When it comes to grading these and all the other staffers in a production class, what’s a teacher to do? Ultimately, each needs the A, B, C, D or F in the proper blank on the report card, but how can anyone compare — much less evaluate — such diverse learning styles and contributions to the publication? If grading a “traditional” class is hard, grading those in a production class often seems impossible.

That’s probably why new advisers look for the perfect instrument — a grading form they can adopt to solve all their problems. Those attending the American Society of Newspaper Editors High School Journalism Institute at Kent State the last four summers have been no different. Many wanted us to simply hand them a form they could use …. and move on to the next topic.

But it doesn’t work that way.

Some teachers do fine with a system that tabulates student contributions to class and to the publication, giving point values to everything from making deadlines to mailing tear sheets to advertisers. With a handy calculator — or a math brain far better than mine — they add up the points and assign a grade. Other teachers do equally well with a much more subjective approach that includes instruments such as student self-evaluations, input from editors, string books and reflective journals.

In other words, there is no “right” way to grade any class, much less a production one. However, the ASNE instructors at Kent State came up with a check list of characteristics of a good grading system that might be useful to teachers of all temperaments and organizational abilities. Consider these guidelines:

· Find a method that works for you. If you know you won’t keep up with point totals for every little activity, don’t develop something requiring that. If you get uneasy when you can’t quantify your results, don’t settle for something that requires too much of your opinion. Probably the best system has some of each, but do tailor it to your style.
· Weight the grading so what’s important to you means a great deal in the final results. That means if you believe making deadlines is paramount for journalists, make sure those who miss them suffer appropriately. If you want students to learn teamwork, find some way to emphasize that in the grading system. This seems like a given, but it requires articulating the mission or goals of this class before you come up with the way to grade students.
· Explain your system up front. Be sure students — and even their parents — understand how it works and what they need to achieve to earn a certain grade — or to avoid a bad grade. Supplying rubrics for individual activities — news stories, features, other types of writing, page design, photos, etc. — can be useful.
· Keep individual differences in mind. It’s hard to put the square pegs in round holes — much less make writers, photographers, designers and ad salespersons accomplish exactly the same goals so….
· Provide opportunities for students to set their own goals — and evaluate how well they have done meeting them.
· Offer frequent feedback. No one wants to wait six weeks to find out how to write better leads … and meanwhile has had to write three more, making the same mistakes every time.
· Allow ways for students to improve their grades if they are not pleased with how they are doing. The opportunity to improve relates to feedback, too, because students can’t be surprised with their grades during the last week of class and expect to make up for lost time.
· Realize that even the best systems from the most experienced advisers need tweaking and downright revamping from time to time. Consider that part of the process as you seek the seemingly elusive perfect way to grade production classes.
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