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A 
Outstanding 

B 
Exceeds Expectations 

C 
Meets Expectations 

D 
Marginal 

F 
Unacceptable 

Thesis 

Central claim is controver-

sial, insightful, sophisticated, 

and unexpected. Thesis is 

stated clearly and forcefully, 

leaving no doubt where the 

argument is going. 

Central claim is reasonable, 

but either simpler, less so-

phisticated, or less controver-

sial than an A thesis. It may 

lack subtlety or nuance; the 

idea may be unmanageable. 

Central claim may be too ob-

vious or too broad  to be con-

vincing. Plot summary or 

vague claims about “im-

portance” may take the place 

of specific argument. 

Mere summary instead of ar-

gument, or claims too obvi-

ous. Essay may not ask the 

right kind of question, or sig-

nificant parts of the text may 

be misunderstood. 

No central claim, or just mis-

cellaneous observations. The 

basics of the text are misun-

derstood. 

Organization 

Introduction clearly states 

the thesis; argument devel-

ops logically with clear tran-

sitions; a conclusion convinc-

ingly ties the argument to-

gether. Helpfully guides the 

reader to the conclusion. 

Argument is not always de-

veloped in a way that is help-

ful to the reader. The conclu-

sion doesn’t quite bring eve-

rything together. 

Structure does not serve the 

reader well; reader has to 

struggle to follow the argu-

ment. Essay disjointed. Para-

graphing not used to best ef-

fect. 

Structure doesn’t guide the 

reader through the paper. 

Argument doesn’t build from 

point to point; it may be dis-

jointed or drift without direc-

tion. Paragraphing problems. 

No discernible structure. The 

reader has to struggle to fol-

low the argument from intro-

duction to conclusion. 

 

Evidence 

and Close 

Reading 

All claims are grounded in 

the texts with impressive at-

tention to language and other 

textual details. Judicially se-

lected evidence convinces the 

reader to accept the thesis. 

Essay is sensitive to nuances. 

Most but not all evidence 

supports the thesis. Generali-

zation may take the place of 

careful attention to the text. 

Links between the evidence 

and the thesis are not always 

clear. 

Evidence may be superficial, 

based in misunderstanding 

the text or historical context. 

Paraphrase may take the 

place of careful engagement 

with the text. Important evi-

dence may be neglected. 

Evidence does not support 

the thesis, or is irrelevant, 

oversimplified, or misinter-

preted. Paraphrase or sum-

mary takes the place of care-

ful engagement with the de-

tails of the text.  

Little or no evidence drawn 

from the text, or the text is se-

riously misinterpreted. 

Research 

The best sources convinc-

ingly integrated into the the-

sis. Various sources are ac-

corded the appropriate de-

gree of authority. All sources 

cited properly. 

Research contributes ade-

quately to the thesis. Appro-

priate attention to the author-

ity of various sources. 

Sources are cited. 

Some research brought to 

bear on the subject, not al-

ways successfully. Sources 

used without proper regard 

for their authority, or are not 

cited properly. 

Research not convincingly in-

tegrated into the essay, and 

used without regard for ac-

curacy or relevance. Sources 

not cited. 

Sources not credible or not 

integrated into the argument. 

No attempt made to cite evi-

dence. Any passage of the es-

say is plagiarized. 

Grammar, 

Style, and 

Mechanics 

Style is, graceful, clear, en-

gaging, and suited to the au-

dience. Diction is precise, 

sentences demonstrate vari-

ety, technical terms are used 

correctly, and mechanical er-

rors are minimal. No words 

are wasted. 

Style is generally clear and 

with no substantial flaws. 

Sentences are well con-

structed and terms are used 

precisely. Mechanical errors 

are limited. 

Prose is awkward, verbose, 

or unclear. It may be too col-

loquial or too stilted. Diction 

may be vague or inappropri-

ate. Mechanical errors, but 

not so many to threaten the 

reader’s comprehension. 

Serious problems with coher-

ence and sentence clarity, or 

mechanical problems that in-

terfere with comprehension. 

Terms are used imprecisely. 

Prose is awkward or verbose, 

making the reader struggle. 

The writing is confusing, 

awkward, or verbose, and 

marred by mechanical prob-

lems that interfere with com-

prehension. Diction impre-

cise and sometimes inappro-

priate for the subject. 

 


