
NCTE PROMISING YOUNG WRITERS PROGRAM 
INSTRUCTIONS FOR JUDGING STUDENT WRITING 
 
ROLE OF THE JUDGES 
The National Council of Teachers of English thanks you for the time and interest you are 
devoting to this program. Without your support, this program could not be offered to students, 
teachers, and schools. The role of judges in selecting outstanding eighth-grade writers is paramount. 
Students may receive special attention from their local schools, state and national officials, and 
NCTE state affiliates. NCTE recognizes each student with Certificates of Recognition or 
Participation and their names and school are posted on the NCTE website. 
 
It is very important for judges to meet the deadline so schools can be notified in time for end-of-
the-year awards ceremonies. 
 
JUDGING PROCESS 
Each team of two judges will work independently to evaluate the same students’ papers (Best 
Writing and Themed Writing for each student). Score each paper between 0 and 3 based on the 
criteria which follow (that is, one score for each Best Writing and one score for each Theme 
Writing). Record the scores for the two writings from each student. 
 
EVALUATING THE WRITING SAMPLES 
In evaluating the two pieces of writing (described below), judges should consider the 
effectiveness of each piece for its intended audience. The comprehensive question is whether the 
writer exhibits power to inform and/or move an audience through control of language. Fuzziness 
should not be mistaken for profundity, nor mechanical sloppiness for originality. Although 
editorial correctness is a virtue, meaningful variations should be allowed and the absence of 
mechanical error should not be overvalued. As a rule, flawed brilliance is to be preferred over 
correct dullness. 
 

Best Writing Evaluation: Judges have the opportunity to read a wide variety of writings 
students have chosen as their best. More than one poem or prose work will be accepted as long 
as the entry does not exceed ten pages. We do not accept research papers, novels, or 
novelettes. A judge may ask, "How can I compare the relative worth of a poem and an essay?" 
The only honest answer is that one cannot. Yet the piece of writing may be judged in terms of 
itself and how it compares to the writing evaluation rubric. (It is possible to adapt the 
descriptions in the rubric to submissions in various genres/media.) The major question to ask 
is whether the sample, whatever its type, reveals high achievement in writing for a student at 
this grade level. In many instances, the best writing samples will have been examined by a 
committee of teachers, or a committee of teachers and students, who have judged the writings 
of these students. A teacher's corrections or remarks should not be on the paper. 
 
Themed Writing Evaluation: Judges have the opportunity to evaluate writing done on the 
same topic. Judges are reminded that this writing is done by eighth-grade students, and their 
responses to the assigned topic may not be the equivalent of those written by more mature 
writers. However, having one composition on the same topic by each participating student 
does provide a point of comparison not only between that individual student's two submissions 
but also across all the writings being evaluated. 

 
 



HOLISTIC WRITING EVALUATION 
Use the Holistic Writing Evaluation Scale below to score papers. Scores of 3 and 2 should be 
reserved for those writings that are clearly outstanding and that could be printed in a 
magazine or local newspaper as representing the best junior high/middle school writing in the 
state. However, it is possible that judges may select a winner who is not equally good on both 
writing samples. 
	  
To recognize varied achievement, judges are urged to: 
	  
1. Read supportively in order to reward students for what they have accomplished. 

Eighth graders include a wide range of writers, including English Language Learners, all 
of whom are developing their writing in different ways. 
 

2. Avoid applying formulaic standards (for instance, insisting that compositions follow a 
specific essay format such as the five-paragraph paper; or that one kind of error is 
automatically disqualifying [e.g., "alot" rather than "a lot," or English Language Learners’ 
errors in the use of the articles a, an, the]). 

	  
3. Recognize that a 3, like other ratings, represents a range, not a pinnacle—high 

achievement, not flawlessness—and must therefore be used ungrudgingly if those who 
deserve to be winners are going to get the score necessary to qualify them. 

	  

	  
	  
  



NCTE PROMISING YOUNG WRITERS PROGRAM 
HOLISTIC WRITING EVALUATION SCALE 
 
Submissions that receive a 3, 2, or 1 should meet a certain level of effectiveness with 
regard to organization, content, style, usage, and writing process. Submissions that do 
not meet this level should receive a 0.	  

	  
3 Submissions scored as a 3 tend to employ an organizational framework that is especially 
effective for the topic/genre. The content is particularly effective throughout the piece 
because of its substance, specificity, or illustrative quality. The work is vivid and precise, 
with distinguishing characteristics that give the writing an identity of its own within the 
conventions of the genre/medium, though it may contain an occasional flaw. The work is 
polished and impressive for the eighth grade.	  
	  
2 Submissions scored as a 2 are organized effectively for the topic/genre. The content is 
effective throughout the piece, though the paper may lack the substance, specificity, or 
illustrative quality of a 3. The stylistic/surface features of the genre/medium are consistently 
under control, despite occasional lapses. The potential in the writing is realized, though not to 
the degree that further revision would allow.	  
	  
1 Submissions scored as a 1 show evidence of the writer's attempt at organization. Content, 
though effective, tends to be less consistent or less substantive, specific, and illustrative than 
that found in papers scored as a 3 or 2. The writer generally observes the stylistic 
conventions of genre/medium but unevenness suggests that the writer is not yet in full 
command of his/her voice. Some errors are usually present, but they aren't severe enough to 
interfere significantly with the reader’s experience. The potential in the writing is evident, 
but the work would clearly benefit from further revision. 
 
0 Submissions scored as a 0 either do not meet the requirements for consideration, or do not 
achieve an acceptable level for one or more of the criteria above. The organization of the 
work is not effective for the topic/genre; or the content lacks substance, specificity, and 
illustrative value; or the writer does not observe the conventions of the genre/medium in 
ways that do not seem consistent (vs. variations from standard written English that are 
intentional or associated with a dialect or with ELL writing); or the amount of errors 
interferes significantly with the reader’s experience. The writing requires substantial revision. 


