
Grading Standards for Philosophy Papers 
The undergraduate Philosophy Major places a heavy emphasis on reading and writing. The 
students' reading and writing skills are tested mainly through writing assignments in which the 
philosophy student must meet relatively rigorous writing demands. To help the students 
understand the nature of these demands, and to guide faculty in articulating for the students a 
clear and common elucidation of the criteria for evaluating student writing performance, the 
Philosophy Department has developed a common or core statement of the standards employed 
in grading and critiquing written work submitted by undergraduate philosophy major students. 

The Department has also developed a writing handbook for students, which offers detailed 
explanations of preferred writing methods, providing examples, suggestions and tips that will 
help students to understand what is expected of them and to clarify references to such things 
as 'good grammar,' 'well formed essay,' 'clear thesis statement,' and so on. The statements of 
grading criteria that are presented below can be more fully understood by students and faculty 
if they refer to the departmental writing guidelines which further explain and illustrate relevant 
terms and standards. 

These standards are employed in evaluating formal writing assignments such as term papers or 
take-home essay assignments. Similar, if somewhat more relaxed, standards guide the 
evaluation of in-class writing such as exams. Under each letter-grade heading, a general 
statement of the standard for that letter-grade is given, followed by further explanation with 
reference to (1) writing (a) form and (b) clarity; and (2) content or argument (a) completeness 
and (b) correctness. 

Grading Criteria 

A = Excellent, or very well done. 

The content and writing could not be significantly improved because it is well written and clear, 
and, for the specified purposes of the assignment, is complete and correct. Not only is 
everything well-written, complete and correct (or nearly so), the paper shows significant and 
worthwhile effort beyond what would be merely sufficient to complete the assignment. 

(1) Well-written and clear: 

a. The essay contains few, if any, errors in grammar, spelling, and word choice, [endnote 1] 
and any errors of these kinds that do occur are sufficiently minor that they do not at all 
hinder communication of the ideas the writer intended to convey. 

b. The intent or thesis of the essay is unambiguously stated and the essay is coherently 
organized and developed, so that the reader can easily follow the flow of thought 
throughout the essay. Expository elements use terms, examples, comparisons, 
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criticisms, and the like, as needed, to unambiguously convey a coherent view or 
explanation of the ideas or arguments being explained. 

(2) Complete and correct: 

a. The points made in the paper are all relevant to the thesis and support it. The paper 
makes all the points essential to the thesis. 

b. Expository elements evince a correct understanding of the material covered, or, where 
room for disagreement exists, present thoughtful and plausible interpretations of 
difficult material. 

B = Superior, or well done 

The content and writing could be improved because it is not as clearly or as well written as it 
could be and/or is incomplete or contains some errors, but the paper nevertheless 
demonstrates significant and worthwhile effort beyond what would be merely sufficient to 
complete the assignment. 

(1) May not be as well written or clear as an A essay: 

a. The essay may contain some errors in grammar, spelling, and word choice, [endnote 2] 
but errors of these kinds that do occur are sufficiently minor that they do not 
substantially hinder communication of the ideas the writer intended to convey. 

b. The intent or thesis of the essay is not obscure, and the essay is coherently organized 
and developed, so that the reader can follow the flow of thought throughout the essay. 
Expository elements use terms, examples, comparisons, criticisms, and the like, as 
needed, to convey a relatively coherent view or explanation of the ideas or arguments 
being explained. 

(2) The essay may be less complete than an A essay, and may contain some errors: 

a. The points made in the paper are all generally relevant to the thesis and tend to give it 
solid support. The paper makes most of the points essential to the thesis. 

b. Expository elements evince a mostly correct and a competent understanding of the 
material covered, or, where room for disagreement exists, present, overall, thoughtful 
and plausible interpretations of difficult material, even if one or two key elements are 
not covered or are given questionable treatment. 

C = Satisfactory, or adequate. 

The writing is generally correct and effective. Inconsistencies in grammar, logic, or tone may be 
present but reparable without major rewriting. The content and writing could be improved 
because it is not as clearly or as well written as it could be and/or is incomplete or contains 



some errors. The paper shows at least the effort that would be sufficient to complete the 
assignment. 

(1) May not be as well written or clear as a B essay: 

a. The essay may contain a number of errors in grammar, spelling, and word choice, 
[endnote 3] and errors of these kinds that do occur may substantially hinder 
communication of some of the the ideas the writer intended to convey. But, overall, the 
writing is correct and effective, and errors would be reparable without major rewriting. 

b. The intent or thesis of the essay may be somewhat vague or unclear, but the reader can 
follow the general flow of thought, even if with some difficulty. Expository elements 
may be missing, some key terms or arguments may be unexplained, or not fully 
explained. Nevertheless, some key concepts or arguments are explained or are treated 
consistently enough to convey a relatively coherent grasp of the most of the key ideas 
or arguments being explained. 

(2) The essay may be less complete than a B essay, and may contain some factual errors: 

a. The paper makes one or more of the points essential to development of the thesis, 
although a number of points essential to the thesis may be overlooked or glossed, and 
the argument advanced may include more than a few elements that lend little if any 
support to the thesis. Some important and obvious points may be misunderstood or 
missing. Some points may be undeveloped or unrelated to each other. Connections may 
have to be supplied by the reader. 

b. There are some errors in the expository elements, but the paper evinces a generally 
correct and competent understanding of the material covered. A few expository 
elements are omitted or glossed, are misunderstood, or are incorrect. Where room for 
disagreement exists, the essay presents, overall, a defensible interpretation of difficult 
material, even if a few elements are not covered or are given doubtful treatment. 

D = Serious Weaknesses, or unsatisfactory 

The paper has a thesis and appears to argue for it, but the essay is a series of scattered or 
unrelated points. Problems with structure, development, syntax, diction call for a compete re-
write. The content of the essay evinces misunderstanding of several key concepts (relative to 
the purposes of the assignment) or understanding of them is not conveyed, yet some key 
concepts are covered and are not entirely misunderstood. 

Regarding (1) (a) and (b), and (2) (a) and (b): the essay fails to meet even the standards for a C 
grade, expressed above, but still warrants, over-all, a passing grade because some grasp of 
relevant course content is demonstrated. 

F = Unacceptable. 



Very little or no understanding of assignment; incompetence in logic, grammar, or tone. 

OR 

The paper is plagiarized, either entirely, or in part. 

ENDNOTES 

1. ESL/dialect students may be shown a bit of latitude, here, since the same error may 
repeatedly occur. The main concerns are whether the type of error that occurs hinders 
communication of the writer's intended meaning, and the relative frequency of errors 
that do so. If the essay is superior with respect the other grading elements indicated 
here, then repeated examples of the same kind of grammatical, spelling, or word choice 
error should not cause lowering of a student's grade unless these are serious enough to 
significantly hinder the student in conveying her meaning. 

2. For ESL/dialect students, if the essay is well done with respect the other grading 
elements indicated here, then repeated examples of the same kind of grammatical, 
spelling, or word choice error should not cause lowering of a student's grade unless 
these are serious enough to significantly hinder the student in conveying her meaning. 

3. For ESL/dialect students, if the essay is satisfactory with respect the other grading 
elements indicated here, then repeated examples of the same kind of grammatical, 
spelling, or word choice error should not cause lowering of a student's grade unless 
these are serious enough to seriously hinder the student in conveying her meaning. 

 


