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Recently, I decided that I would evaluate student papers on cassettes. I 

made the decision for several reasons. I'd been reading theorists like Donald 

Daiker who contend that "praise may be especially important for students who 

have known little encouragement and, in part for that reason, suffer from writing 

apprehension" (105), and I felt I was not sufficiently highlighting the positive 

aspects of my students' papers. Too, I'd read Enno Klammer's 1973 article, 

which argues that this method of evaluation "turned out to save time in correct

ing freshman composition themes" (179). I reasoned that if cassette grading 

could save time "correcting" "themes," it ought to be even more valuable as way 

of helping students come to terms with the complexities of a process-approach to 

writing. In an article published in 1992 Peter Vandenburg seems to support this 

idea. He maintains that a dialogic approach to cassette grading "is a valuable 

way to encourage revision while implicitly asking students to rethink the passive 

role of the traditional student" (99). Finally, on a more mundane level, I have 

cramped handwriting which many people find nearly illegible. "Audiotape 

commentary" seemed like an ideal solution to all of these problems. 

Now that the semester is over, I am giving up cassette grading. The 

experiment wasn't a total failure; indeed, for many of my students it was a 

pleasant surprise. Members of an oral culture, they clearly value verbal response 

above written remarks. (Russell Hunt, in fact, warns that this "technological 

gift-horse" encourages students to believe that "'Written language is cumber

some, difficult, mechanically time-consuming and hopelessly limited"' (585).) 

Cassette grading did allow me to respond much more fully and positively, to 

touch on aspects of a paper-nuances of a writer's voice, subtle shifts in point of 

view-that I otherwise might ignored because of time restraints. I was also 

pleased at the effectiveness of a taped response to shift student attention from 

sentence-level errors to more global concerns. And my ghastly handwriting was 

not a factor in the communication process. The only symbols I made were 

checks or question marks-rudimentary signs to use as reference points on the 
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Below is a transcript of remarks I made on a paper turned in b d 
fo • • t · Y a stu ent 
. r.a compos1t1on- iterature course. These are neither the least nor the most 

insightful comments I made, but they are fairly typical: 

Okay, Jennifer, your paper, "The Reality of Love " [P ] p •·· ause. retty 

good paper, definitely one of your best ones I guess m . bl . th th · Y mam pro em 1s 
at on e first page you say, "Many people expect love to be like 

Kristeva's essay. They must watch too many soap operas because their 

expectations would make a great storyline." And the th l n, on e next-to-

ast page, you say, "If it is true love, you can make it past all th b l 1· e o stac es 
of ife. True love is eternal. Love is real, not fade away." And that 

seems to me to be precisely the sort of great expectations that you're 

talking about-and would seem to contradict your thesis. 

I think you could have made a couple of paragraphs in the body of the 

paper, but all your comments on Kristeva's essay are good I th' k , . • m you re 
nght when you say on page two that "It," Kristeva's version of love "is 

like auto · · ' p1an society, everyone craves it, yet it is impossible." I think 

probably it's a bit short. I probably would have given it a "B+," but you 

only have two sources and you're supposed to have three, so I'm chang

ing the grade to a "B." 

My comments take up one minute-forty seconds on the tape. It would 

take me at least five minutes to write out the two paragraphs in longhand. 

Rather than do that, I would have taken shortcuts: put an asterisk by the first 

senten_ce and scribbled "contradicts page four," then put another asterisk by the 

offend1~g sentence, made a check by the sentence I liked, and written "No 

sources by the final grade. My end comment would have been two or three 

sentences long-the same essential information would have been conve d b 
I Id ' h be ye , ut 

wou n t ave en able to offer it with any particular emphasis nor with as 

much thoroughness. 

With so many positive aspects, one might well question discontinuing 

the process. The most salient argument is that while I may have felt better 

about myself as an instructor th · 'd ' ere IS no ev1 ence that cassette grading made for 
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any measurable improvement in student writing. A 1982 study by Richard 

Yarbro and Betty Angevine comparing taped and written grading "did not 

indicate any significant difference in the methods of instruction as related to 

d _£ " (396) My own observations confirm these findings. As I stu ent penormance . 
b k gradebooks from the past several years I find that this class, 

scan ac over my 
like the others made gradual progress, with the occasional falling off among 

individual students. There were no miracles. 

A major hindrance is that students often did not have access to the 

cassette when they most needed it, while working on their next writing assign

ment. Even if they were willing to go back and listen to past comments for 

future advice, it sometimes happened that I had their cassette for grading while 

they were writing their next paper. On my syllabus I recommended that they 

transcribe my remarks for their own purposes and for use when they went into 

the writing center for help, but anyone who knows freshmen, knows this was a 

task most of my students were unwilling to perform. Consequently, misinforma

tion abounded in tutoring sessions. If, for example, a high school teacher once 

told a student that she needed to work on her vocabulary and I mentioned that 

she had an inappropriate word choice, the student may have spent her entire 

session on diction when she had a more pressing problem with the paper's 

· t' Try as I mi'ght to emphasize larger structural concerns, some orgamza 10n. 
students continued to fixate on sentence-level errors. Unfortunately, if a good 

tutor tried to address the real issue, he had no written documentation from the 

instructor to confirm his insight. 

The fact is, most composition instructors are underpaid and overworked: 

there is no need to add any extra loads to our burden. Lugging around a mini

mum of twenty cassettes from one location to another was surprisingly taxing. 

And it was annoying to have to keep cassettes connected with their respective 

papers. Moreover, it was physically uncomfortable to hunch over a machine for 

extended periods. Klammer himself noted the "difficulty in dictating into a 

mike 'on the run,' so to speak, or in the presence of those colleagues who share 

the office" (180). While an instructor can make written comments at the 

kitchen table, on the couch, in bed, or in the library, a person using cassettes is 

tied to one location. I experimented with a portable cassette player, but the 
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batteries ran out too quickly when I used it while pacing from room-to-room. 

Finding that I would be anchored to one place, I bought a microphone for my 

stereo cassette. Unfortunately, I had to bend over occasionally to press the 

"pause" button while collecting my thoughts, and I had to go through the 

repetitive motion of replacing the tape in its folder with every new paper. This 

may sound minor, but after fifteen or twenty tapes it becomes a genuine nui

sance. Just as the composing process is affected by the environment in which it 

takes place (Heath 1983), so are methods of evaluation influenced by the 

circumstances in which they occur. Like an assembly-line worker performing 

the same task over and over, the instructor grading with cassettes soon tires of 

his job. 

Essentially, the process of grading becomes more laborious rather than 

less. For me to be really effective, I had first to read the essay silently, making 

marginal comments as I went along. I then explained the marks on tape and 

made an overall comment. I timed myself and found that although it was much 

faster for me to speak than to write, the time lost in dealing with the bulky 

folders, which contain both cassettes and essays, quickly began to negate the 

time saved. All told, I spend just as much time, if not more, on cassette grading. 

I often act as daycare provider for my children, so location once again 

became a problem. I had to have a place where I wouldn't be interrupted since 

my tone of voice needed to be as carefully modulated as it would be in a student 

conference. If I had to break up a fight among squabbling daughters in the next 

room, residual anger would very likely creep into my voice when I got back to 

grading. Several students mentioned the way I said something as being more 

important than the actual content of the remark. No doubt our personal lives 

influence our written comments as well, yet it is much easier to disguise frustra

tion on the page. And talking to twenty or forty or sixty students over the 

course of several days can wreak havoc on one's voice. The unpleasant physical 

act of writing with a pencil, is replaced by the equally onerous task of talking too 

much. 

Perhaps most upsetting to me is the fact that I couldn't listen to music 

while I graded. Again, this may seem like a negligible concern, but I know from 
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experience that certain tapes propel me to keep working when I'd much rather 

stop. I found myself taking more and longer breaks and coming back to my job 

with less enthusiasm. 

Finally, for those instructors like me who workshop essay drafts in class 

and spend as much time as possible in individual student-teacher conferences, 

cassette grading was a fundamentally redundant procedure. The dialogue had 

already taken place. Student and teacher knew what each other were thinking. 

The taped commentary was an additional, unnecessary layer of feedback that a 

developing writer emphatically did not need. 

In an ideal world, where writing teachers taught only one or two compo

sition courses a semester, cassettes might make for a useful addition to the 

overall process of evaluation. In reality, we often teach four, five, even six 

sections of composition every term. Other professionals avoid procedures that 

are exhausting and unproductive. We should, too. 
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