Grading Student Writing
Some people complain that minimal grading takes away motivation, but when students struggle for excellence only for the sake of a grade, what we see is not motivation but the atrophy of motivation: the gradual decline of the ability to work or think or wonder under one’s own steam. Minimal grading on low stakes assignments, however, is a way to help students gradually develop a bit of intrinsic motivation—develop a bit of their own curiosity and standards. 
They get a time out from their habitual and understandable preoccupation with “What is the teacher looking for?” They get a chance to ask themselves, “What am I looking for? What do I think? What are my standards?” Of course, students nurtured in a grading economy often need some extrinsic motivation to get them working. But that’s exactly what minimal grading provides. It makes them do the writing and engage the material, but it gives them a lot of choice about how. Thus they get small protected spaces for gradually developing small bits of intrinsic motivation. And of course, they still have some high stakes assignments that we grade in a high stakes way—assignments where we provide most of the motivation. (I have written more in Chapter One about the advantages of low stakes writing.) A few students are confused at first by this dialectic between low stakes and high stakes grading. 
Despite my explanations and warnings, they are caught off balance the first time I use high stakes grading on a high stakes essay. They assume that because I started off with low stakes grading for a number of assignments, I am a “low stakes kind of a guy”—for students often pigeonhole teachers as either high or low stakes in their approach, as either “hard” or “soft.” I find I have to be extremely explicit and even repetitive to help them realize that this whole approach enacts a dialectic. Indeed, I like to bring in the word dialectic and talk about the psychological and intellectual benefits of unresolved contraries. But I have learned also to be more blunt and say, “Perhaps you better think of my grading policy as schizophrenic.” Before concluding this section, let me make a point of strategy about introducing minimal grading on low stakes writing at the beginning of a course. I always start with a two-level scheme such as pass/fail or satisfactory/No credit. I don’t start with the three-level scale because I don’t want students to become preoccupied with getting that grade of strong or excellent—preoccupied with trying to figure out what I am looking for; I don’t want them to fall back into writing for the grade instead of writing for exploration or learning. And I don’t start with no grading at all (accepting anything they turn in or not even collecting the writing at all) because I need to exert some pressure in the beginning to engage or focus their efforts. Otherwise, students who have never done this kind of writing are too tempted not to try at all. In short, I start with twolevel grading because I want to teach an important skill that interestingly is somewhat rare in students: how to write about an academic topic with their mind focused wholly on the topic and issues—and not on how the writing will be graded. Without that skill, it is hard for them to experience satisfaction or even pleasure in writing seriously about something they are studying.
