Criteria for Evaluating Student Essays 

(based on standards established by the lower division office, English Department, University of Texas at Austin)

An A paper addresses the assigned topic and presents an inventive perspective on it—either because its thesis is unique or daring, or because the nature of the evidence presented to support the thesis is highly unusual. The argument is lucid, the organization is thorough and logical, and there are only minor and occasional technical errors; infrequent typos, an inconsistent verb tense in a difficult context, a few poor word choices, or an unsuccessful attempt at a rhetorical flourish. The prose is clear in any case, but it may also be stylistically sophisticated—characterized, for example, by a skillful use of sentence structure, or by evocative metaphors. Imaginative diction or syntax can sometimes create ideas all by itself, and thus a stylistically sophisticated paper with a fairly commonplace thesis or with uneven (but not slipshod) logic or organization may sometimes be given an A.

A B paper addresses the assigned topic and presents a single, plausible thesis that builds upon, rather than simply repeats, class discussions or readings. The paper is clear and logically organized, and the evidence presented to support the writer’s assertions is adequate. There are no more than one or two factual errors and/or occasional conceptual inconsistencies. If there are mechanical errors, they are few and relatively minor—e.g. misplaced or overused commas or semi-colons, misplaced modifiers, or faulty word choice. There are no major problems in sentence construction (syntax shifts, mixed constructions). A paper that is technically perfect but generally unimaginative may sometimes be given a B. 

A C paper addresses the assigned topic. The thesis is generally clear and makes a generally “accurate” statement about the subject at hand, although it may do no more than reiterate ideas already covered in class. The exposition of the thesis may be insufficient or disorganized. The paper may, in important places, rely on unsupported generalizations and insufficiently developed ideas. There are several mechanical errors, and perhaps a few of them are major errors: fragments, comma splices, faulty agreement. There may be one or two serious conceptual or syntactical errors. But the paper is still comprehensible and makes a few good points, although evidence for the argument may be thin or awkwardly introduced. This is a C paper. Special Note: Papers with multiple errors on MLA/APA citations (Those that ignore the Self-Analysis page and the models of Valencia Atlas and Purdue) will receive a 70 on the first two essays. See below for plagiarized papers. 
A D paper may have a very garbled thesis or one that reflects a serious misreading of the subject at hand. It may fail to address adequately the assigned topic. Evidence for the writer’s assertions is almost nonexistent or so poorly introduced as to be useless. Paragraphs tend to be brief and chaotic. There are many mechanical errors, both major and minor. Problems in sentence construction interfere with the writer’s effort to present and develop assertions. The D paper, however, unlike a failing paper, shows that the writer has at least some good understanding of the subject, making at least one or two good points, and that the writer has made some effort, however unsuccessful, to establish a thesis and organize an argument. 

An F paper has no discernible thesis, or two or three that are twisted together incomprehensibly. Organization is illogical, and paragraphing is incoherent. The writer’s assertions are unsupported by real evidence, and misinformation is overwhelming. Mechanical errors, both major and minor, are numerous. Syntax is illogical or incoherent. The writer seems to have no understanding of the subject. These are potential F papers. 

A zero on an essay can be earned through plagiarism or through failing to turn in required work by the final due date. You can also earn a zero for an egregiously bad essay.  However, the easiest way to earn a zero is to write something that is not the assignment. It is difficult to pass with a zero on a major assignment. 
Remember: Search this document carefully. The first person who spots typographical errors will receive ten percent on a quiz that needs a boost. 

