SSPS Guidance on Marking and Commenting

Introduction

Tutors are generally expected to mark and provide feedback on any items of assessment: coursework, essays, group presentations, exams, or dissertations.

Most courses and subject areas have specific forms and criteria to ensure consistency of approaches to marking and feedback; all of these should conform to both University-wide and School-wide procedures.

Marks must be allocated following the University-wide Common Marking Scheme. SSPS, like all other Schools, specifies its own set of Marking Descriptors to match the University-wide grades.  You must ensure that you follow those descriptors in allocating marks and making comments, so that there are no serious discrepancies between your comments and the School-wide descriptors that match the marks you give. For example, the descriptor for a B grade essay is ‘A very good answer that shows qualities beyond the merely routine or acceptable’, so you must not award a B if your comments describe the essay in general as merely ‘satisfactory’ or ‘routine’ rather than ‘very good’.

It is University policy that markers are encouraged to write some comments directly onto students’ coursework and essays, but markers must NOT write on exam scripts as external examiners need to see uncontaminated scripts. It is usually advisable to keep comments written directly on essays short, and to cross-refer where applicable to overall comments on a feedback sheet.

Many courses and subject areas use a standard feedback form for marking essays. If there is a standard form with a tickbox list of criteria, this is likely to reduce the amount that you need to say in your overall comments.

Whether or not there is a standard form, it is always good practice to ensure that your comments are legible (preferably typed), and that your comments include attention to:

· Specific strengths

· Specific weaknesses

· Ways this essay could have been improved

It is also good to ensure that your evaluation of strengths and weaknesses gives consideration to:

· analytical and evaluative skills (interpretation, logic of argument, justification, etc.)

· knowledge (accuracy and scope); and 

· communicative writing skills (clarity of writing, structuring, use of diagrams, etc.)

It is very important that when you comment on an essay, you specifically address the essay in question.  While general feedback remarks are easiest to dispense, they do little to help students understand what is wrong with this particular essay.  Be as pointed as possible, including page numbers and specific examples when possible.  This will also encourage students to make use of feedback in the future.

Marking Descriptors and Comments 

The Common Marking Scheme is used by both lecturers and tutors to assess work in all SSPS courses.  It serves as the standard for what essays should do in order to achieve the given mark.  Below are the marking descriptors and, for the most common marks, examples of the type of feedback expected on essays.  Please note that the examples provided are examples ONLY and NOT meant to be used as templates for essay feedback: 

A1    (90-100%) An answer that fulfils all of the criteria for ‘A2’ (see below) and in addition shows an exceptional degree of insight and independent thought, together with flair in tackling issues, yielding a product that is deemed to be of potentially publishable quality, in terms of scholarship and originality.

A2    (80-89%) An authoritative answer that provides a fully effective response to the question. It should show a command of the literature and an ability to integrate that literature and go beyond it. The analysis should achieve a high level of quality early on and sustain it through to the conclusion. Sources should be used accurately and concisely to inform the answer but not dominate it. There should be a sense of a critical and committed argument, mindful of other interpretations but not afraid to question them. Presentation and the use of English should be commensurate with the quality of the content.

Example: This is an exceptionally well-written essay.  While you could have drawn more substantially on the Romanian case and could have fleshed out the discussion on the failure of symbols as relates to civic identity more clearly, a focused answer is given showing your commendable authority on the subject.  Regarding sources, you neglect Wright and would have benefited from more use of works by Clausen and Henderson rather than merely relying on Jones for their points of view.  However, this answer is stylistically strong, there is a good layout and you clearly understand the question.  There is a strong engagement with the literature.  The essay reads well, has strong transitions and carries a clear argument throughout. Also of note is good referencing and grammar, making this essay easily assessable to readers. [This essay received an 82]
A3    (70-79%) A sharply-focused answer of high intellectual quality, which adopts a comprehensive approach to the question and maintains a sophisticated level of analysis throughout. It should show a willingness to engage critically with the literature and move beyond it, using the sources creatively to arrive at its own independent conclusions.


Example: You start by giving me a good bibliography which provides a foundation for in-depth literary analysis and critical engagement with the literature.  This leads to strong, persuasive content.  Unfortunately, you have a few factual errors which consistently take away from what is otherwise a strong essay; see page 3 and information on binge drinking and page 8 regarding traffic violations.  Nonetheless, you conclusively discussed the state, welfare and policy initiatives, though you have a slight tendency to rely too much on quotes.  This is a well-conceived essay of which you should be very proud. [This essay received a 75]


B     B- (60-63%)  B (64-66%)  B+ (67-69%)  A very good answer that shows qualities beyond the merely routine or acceptable. The question and the sources should be addressed directly and fully. The work of other authors should be presented critically. Effective use should be made of the whole range of the literature. There should be no significant errors of fact or interpretation. The answer should proceed coherently to a convincing conclusion. The quality of the writing and presentation (especially referencing) should be without major blemish. Within this range a particularly strong answer will be graded B+; a more limited answer will be graded B-.


Example: A good answer. This author has an understanding of the question and can write fluidly.  Some sincere thought and analysis has gone into this essay.  Unfortunately, too much time in the beginning of this essay has been used discussing how the question is ‘hard, near impossible’ to answer (see pages 2-4); this cuts significantly into a word count that could have used a stronger persuasive element throughout.  Similarly, though the information about Canada is nominally persuasive, the example of Cambodia is not and the author would have done well to express this case more substantially.  This essay occasionally lacks purpose and a sense of progression.  However, there is a critical analysis of the literature and the broad range of sources are used well. [This essay received a 62]


C     C- (50-53%)  C (54-56%)  C+ (57-59%)  A satisfactory answer with elements of the routine and predictable. It should be generally accurate and firmly based in the reading. It may draw upon a restricted range of sources but should not just re-state one particular source. Other authors should be presented accurately, if rather descriptively.  The materials included should be relevant, and there should be evidence of basic understanding of the topic in question.  Factual errors and misunderstandings of concepts and authors may occasionally be present but should not be a dominant impression. The quality of writing, referencing and presentation should be acceptable.  Within this range a stronger answer will be graded C+; a weaker answer will be graded C-.


Example: You show from the outset that you have a basic understanding of the topic suggested by the question.  The primary concern with this essay is the lack of relation to theory.  There should have been a strong discussion here of realism, neo-realism and neo-liberalism which was absent.  The writing style is choppy and often lacks clarity.  Basic grammar mistakes are highlighted by an overly informal tone.  Nonetheless, you clearly have a good grasp of the question and attempt to give a direct answer. [This essay received a 53]


D     D- (40-43%)  D (44-46%)  D+ (47-49%)  A passable answer which understands the question, displays some academic learning and refers to relevant literature. The answer should be intelligible and in general factually accurate, but may well have deficiencies such as restricted use of sources or academic argument, over-reliance on lecture notes, poor expression, and irrelevancies to the question asked. The general impression may be of a rather poor effort, with weaknesses in conception or execution. It might also be the right mark for a short answer that at least referred to the main points of the issue.  Within this range a stronger answer will be graded D+; a bare pass will be graded D-.


Example: This is a passable answer.  You have an acceptable understanding of the question and have shown that you have a nominal familiarity with the relevant literature (Blount 2010, Richmond 1998 particularly).  You do give examples  to support your key points (the use of knives as street weapons, Cheshire and water purity); however, these examples lack connection to the question and only a minimal amount of analysis.  Generally, your essay lacks structure and purpose.  While the grammar is acceptable, a poor referencing style and an overly informal tone make this essay hard to follow.  In the future, better referencing and a stronger interaction with the question at hand would go far in helping you receive a better mark.  [This essay received a 47]


E     (30-39%) An answer with evident weaknesses of understanding but conveying the sense that with a fuller argument or factual basis it might have achieved a pass. It might also be a short and fragmentary answer with merit in what is presented but containing serious gaps.


Example: My primary concerns with this essay are a seeming misunderstanding of the topic and the difference between member states and the institution of the WTO.  This confusion is most easily highlighted in the examples used.  While use has been made of them, they are generally poor examples.  On the whole, member states have a strong role in WTO trade policies, while their role in security policy is weaker, a point clearly misunderstood by the author.  You would do well to remember that simply because a state is affected by a policy does not make them influential in shaping that policy (see pages 3, 5 and 6).  It is also vital that you revisit this works cited page and make the necessary corrections. In short, greater attention to factual accuracy and critical analysis would have achieved a pass. [This essay received a 38]


F    (20-29%) An answer showing seriously inadequate knowledge of the subject, with little awareness of the relevant issues or literature, major omissions or inaccuracies, and pedestrian use of inadequate sources.

G     (10-19%) An answer that falls far short of a passable level by some combination of short length, irrelevance, lack of intelligibility, factual inaccuracy and lack of acquaintance with reading or academic concepts.

H     (0-9%) An answer without any academic merit which usually conveys little sense that the course has been followed or of the basic skills of essay-writing.

Please Note: In this system, the vast bulk of marks tend to fall well below 80 and well above 30, but you can and should mark outside this range if you think it is appropriate after consulting the grading criteria. The most important thing is to try to use the full range of marks as much as possible to discriminate between different levels of student performance. It may be helpful to decide first to which class a piece of work belongs, and then adjust up or down from there. Borderlines are always difficult. Logically, the scheme assumes that you develop a sense of what mid-grades (75, 65, 55, 45, and 35) really stand for. A 2:1 with slight weaknesses is therefore 62-63; one about which you have reservations is just 60; a good 2:2 is 58-59. By the same token, a straightforward or clear first should be marked at, say, 75 or above, not just 70-72.

For more on general assessment policies in SSPS see:

http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/intranet/info_ug_teaching/general_assessment_policies
Double Marking, Moderation and Appeals
A sample of coursework essays is routinely moderated, both internally by the course organiser and by the external examiner. On first and second year courses, pieces of assessed work are also sometimes double-marked by another tutor before being moderated by the course organiser.  Double-marking and moderation are intended to reassure teaching staff, students, and external examiners that appropriate standards are being applied across the course. Please remember that the final authority on individual students’ marks – for both coursework and exams – is the Board of Examiners, made up of the lecturers and External Examiner. The specific arrangements for double-marking and moderation vary between different courses; please seek specific guidance from your course organiser and/or senior tutor (if applicable). 

If a student wants to discuss their coursework further (or is concerned about their mark and/or coursework comments), they should contact their tutor in the first instance. If, after discussion, the student is not satisfied, you should refer the student to the course organiser and remind them that they can appeal the mark by requesting that it be reviewed. Students should be aware that if they ask for a mark to be reviewed, and this request is granted, the mark could be revised either upwards or downwards. 

Plagiarism
The University treats plagiarism as a serious offence and this is reflected in the elaborate mechanisms employed for checking whether or not it occurs and in the seriousness of the penalties occurred should it be found.  It is important therefore that you discuss plagiarism with your students by creating opportunities for them to check exactly what it means to plagiarise and how they can avoid it and to endorse the seriousness of deliberately cheating.

The processes by which students’ work is checked and cases of suspected plagiarism are dealt with and penalised are as follows: 

Each piece of coursework a student submits must be accompanied by a statement by the student confirming that they understand what plagiarism is, and the consequences if it is detected in their work. This may take the form of either a signed form accompanying the paper hand-in, or a box that must be ‘ticked’ at the point of electronic submission. Remind your students that the School uses the Turnitin plagiarism detection system for all undergraduate essays. Turnitin compares every essay against a constantly-updated database, which highlights all plagiarised work. This system checks student essays against the web overnight, and produces a report for each essay indicating the amount of material it has in common with other sources (including the other student essays submitted along with it).  Due to shared titles and bibliographic sources, all essays will show some level of duplication.  Markers must make a judgement about what level of duplication warrants closer scrutiny to see if the essay does involve plagiarism.
If you suspect that any coursework contains plagiarised material, please contact your course organiser in the first instance. Serious cases of plagiarism will be forwarded by the course organiser to the College Academic Misconduct Officer who handles further investigation, interviews the student and decides whether to refer the case as a disciplinary matter.

While you may never come across a serious case of plagiarism, you are likely to come across several less serious cases of poor scholarship; for example, you are likely to come across an essay where an unacceptably high proportion of the essay is direct quotations and/or paraphrases of course readings or lecture notes, some of which may not be properly attributed. It is important to be clear in making students aware that these practices are unacceptable and that this is reflected in the mark.

Support for students with Specific Learning Difficulties

You will occasionally be sent a “Learning Profile” , outlining adjustments that are recommended in response to student’s Specific Learning Difficulties, to ensure that the student is adequately supported and not unduly disadvantaged in assessments. For purposes of assessment, the fact that a student has such a profile may be indicated by a sticker attached to the front page of the work submitted. The most relevant information on that profile is likely to be that:

When you are marking an exam script, ‘He/she should incur no penalties for poor spelling, grammar, punctuation and structure in examination scripts, unless these are being directly assessed and are core to an understanding of the course.’ The full guidelines for marking exam scripts with ‘Specific Learning Difficulty’ stickers are at:

http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/disability-office/staff/supporting-students/marking-exams
When you are marking a non-exam course assessment, by contrast, you will not typically be required to make any adjustment. The sticker is simply there as a legal requirement to tell you that ‘appropriate support has been put in place’ (e.g. proof readers or dyslexia tutors) for this student, and to remind you (as you should do anyway for all students) of the ‘need to give sensitive, non-offensive and constructive feedback’. Relevant guidance is at: 

http://www.ed.ac.uk/schools-departments/disability-office/staff/supporting-students/marking-coursework
Contracts, Payment, Disclosure Clearance and other Administrative Information
Each tutor in SPSS is considered a part-time member of staff; thus you should expect to sign a contract outlining the terms and conditions of your employment.  Contracts generally include information including your pay scale (most tutors are paid at the UoE 06 pay grade; most senior tutors are paid at the UoE 07 pay grade), length of contract, payment reference number and general course information.  In order for payments to be made on a contract, it is also necessary for tutors to have a National Insurance number which can be applied for at various venues throughout Edinburgh (such as Job Centre Plus).  For further information, please see your course secretary or the International Office if you are an international tutor. 

If you are tutoring on some Undergraduate courses, you will be required to undergo Disclosure Clearance as some of your students may be under legal age. So long as there is no break in the period of employment further Disclosure Checks should not be required.  If, however, you are new to tutoring in the School, if you did not tutor in the previous semester or you have had any other break in service whilst tutoring, then you may need to complete an application for Disclosure Clearance.  Disclosure forms will be sent out to relevant tutors direct from Human Resources who monitor and administer this process.

As a part-time member of staff, each tutor is eligible for certain staff benefits, such as holiday pay, a staff card and access to the staff mail room in order to access materials for tutoring.  Tutors are also allocated extra printing and copy credits.  For information on access to these benefits, please see your course secretary or the Undergraduate School Office.

Further Resources and Helpful Links
Marking Descriptors:

www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/intranet/info_ug_teaching/marking_descriptors
Plagiarism: 

http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/intranet/info_ug_teaching/plagiarism_procedures
On appealing a mark: 

a. Year 1 and 2 students: http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/undergrad/year_1_2/index
b. Honours students: http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/undergrad/honours/index
On marking criteria for essays, exams and dissertations:

http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/intranet/info_ug_teaching/marking_descriptors
On undergraduate teaching, generally (including course work, programme specifications, undergraduate teaching committee, etc.):

http://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/gradschool/intranet/info_ug_teaching/index
TLA information for markers, tutors and demonstrators:

http://www.tla.ed.ac.uk/services/tutdems/index.htm
‘Marking and Commenting on Essays,’ Dai Hounsell (helpful article on general marking in the TLA tutoring handbook):

http://www.tla.ed.ac.uk/resources/tut-dem/Chap6.pdf
TLA site ‘Improving Feedback’ gives over 200 examples of feedback strategies

www.tla.ed.ac.uk/feedback.htm
The University’s guidance document ‘Feedback Standards and Guiding Principles’ give a brief summary of key principles

www.docs.sasg.ed.ac.uk/.../Feedback_Standards_Guiding_Principles.pdf
Web CT also has an extensive section on tutoring and demonstrating found under ‘Studies’
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