
problems
of education
in the 21st century
Volume 25, 2010

67 

ASSESSING ESSAYS TO DEVELOP
WRITING 

Peter Karlsudd
Linnaeus University, Kalmar, Sweden

E-mail: peter.karlsudd@lnu.se

Abstract 

Special needs teacher education in Sweden has by tradition been pragmatic and action-oriented. The 
higher degree of academization the education is now undergoing has revealed deficiencies in the con-
cluding essay project. A low problematization degree, poor grounding in theory as well as undeveloped 
analyses are among the explanations of the low quality. 
This article describes a development project conducted at Linnaeus University with a view to improving 
the quality of student essay writing. With the overarching aim of making students aware of the quality 
criteria involved in essay writing, students and teachers assessed essays on the basis of 24 different cri-
teria. Initially worked out by teachers, the criteria were developed and supplemented in dialogue with 
students. After the appraisal the conformity of assessment between student-student, teacher-student and 
teacher-teacher was presented. 
The result demonstrates that disagreement exists in the assessment. Teachers and examiners assess the 
quality of the essays as being somewhat lower in certain respects than what students do, whereas they 
may give higher values on the basis of other criteria. However, individual differences in assessment 
among teachers are not fewer than among students. There are clear differences in the evaluation of meth-
od, theory grounding, innovativeness and creativity. Subsequent discussions have led to clearer quality 
requirements for essays and have also to some extent reduced the former interpretation gap. 
Key words: assessment, assessment system, essay writing, essay seminar, teacher education.

Background

the education of teachers and special needs teachers in sweden has in the last decade 
become more and more academically oriented. the reason is that teachers-to-be, including 
special needs teachers, have not been given a real chance to develop their abilities to adopt a 
questioning and reflective attitude. It is essential for a scientific and critical approach to clarify 
the foundation of different lines of argument and bring hidden assumptions to light. this also 
includes the ability to distinguish between personal views and better founded-arguments. this 
attitude is of great professional use to all teachers. Their work must rest on scientifically based 
arguments and not solely on common sense, tradition or established habits. it is not unusual for 
such concepts to characterize non-scientific and unreflective acts. 

The Swedish Government Official Report “En hållbar lärarutbildning” (Sustainable 
teacher education, sou 2008:109) lays stress on a scholarly and critical approach and proposes 
reinforcing theory of science, research methodology and statistics in a new teacher education. 
there is reason to believe that similar measures will be proposed for the further education of-
fered in the special needs teacher programme. 

previous studies have demonstrated that scholarly articles are seldom used by swedish 
teacher students. in an evaluation of degree projects carried out in teacher training programmes 
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references with an average of 3 scholarly articles/research reports per project. the result of the 
study indicates a positive connection between the quality of the essay and the number of refer-
ences, including references to works in other languages than swedish. a study by lyngefelt 
(2009) establishes that course literature of a textbook character has been used to a large extent. 
the authors maintain that the students’ motivation to use scholarly literature decreases when 
the course literature consists of textbooks. Against this background the above-mentioned report 
advocates a consumption model for degree projects, which entails that students conduct litera-
ture studies, i.e., research surveys of published studies. this procedure will make students into 
research consumers rather than research producers. “In this way future teachers are prepared 
for a continuous use of current research” (SOU 2008:109, p. 201). Research-based knowledge 
will enable teachers to work more professionally to the benefit of students and schools while 
simultaneously endeavouring to regain the status once held by the teaching profession (Säljö 
& Södling 2006).

if at an early stage of the education guidelines can be provided on what sources of infor-
mation are trustworthy, the students’ chances of doing a good degree project increase (Davis, 
2003). for this reason it is advisable that teacher students develop their knowledge of what 
types of publication are attributed a high value within their own subject area. increasing one’s 
knowledge of information sources of different kinds contributes towards a higher estimate of 
doctoral theses and scientific publications (Chu & Law, 2007). Using quotation analysis and 
reference analysis may also promote information search and reference work as well as facili-
tating the understanding of the structure of a scholarly work (Brazzeal & Fowler, 2005). One 
way of increasing this understanding is to provide students and teachers with the opportunity 
to examine and discuss such work from the starting point of common well established quality 
factors. 

Both the interaction between teachers and students (Jokela & Karlsudd, 2007; Bennett, 
1998) and teachers’ understanding of students form a highly important quality factor for learn-
ing. it rests with the teacher to capture the students’ previous knowledge and make room for 
their own choices and tasks (Christensen & James, 2001). What is right and self-evident for one 
individual may be totally unintelligible to another one, and understanding what others mean 
involves trying to see the world from their point of view (Booth & Marton, 1997). To create 
coherence and continuity in teaching and learning also requires cooperation among the teachers 
and supervisors involved in the students’ learning (Tucker & Bryan, 1999). Students use dif-
ferent learning strategies (Entwistle & Ramsden, 1983; Marton, 1999), and offering alternative 
ways of expression will benefit the learning environment. It is important to make students face 
problems and tasks that feel meaningful and are neither too easy nor too difficult to solve (Yorke, 
2004). for this very reason it is essential for teachers and supervisors to obtain a clear picture 
of the students they meet professionally. one way of turning students into more active research 
consumers is to make them partake of previous student degree projects and discuss quality on 
the basis of shared and familiar concepts. this article describes a development project where a 
number of quality aspects have been the focus of assessment and discussions.

Purpose

the purpose of the present project is to make use of a systematic close reading and as-
sessment of various doctoral theses and an approved degree project produced jointly to make 
students aware of the quality criteria demanded of a degree project and thus improve the quality 
of essay writing. Further, teachers and supervisors are expected to create a clearer picture of 
how students react to various assessment criteria to enable them to better adapt their teaching 
and supervision.
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Methodology of Research

the method applied in the project is action research. it could be described as an interac-
tive transformation process between action, research, theory and practice, with the researcher 
taking an active part in the process (Starrin, 1993). The action research approach has not been 
uniformly formulated, since different researchers focus on different aspects. different terms 
circulate in an attempt to arrive at a better defi nition of the approach (Tiller, 1995). Argyris 
(1985) uses the term action science for the part of action research that is more theoretically 
oriented, and action research for the practically oriented part. the most common type of action 
research is when, as in this study, students, supervisors and examiners work together with the 
researcher (Cohen & Manion, 1994). It is not unusual for critical thinking and new issues to 
emerge from this work procedure (Feldman & Minstrell, 2000; Archer, Holly & Kasten, 2001). 
this article describes how students and teachers together assess a degree project in order to 
increase the understanding of the qualities, which form the basis of grading. rust, price and 
O´Donovan (2003) discuss the possibilities of improving the examination process by increas-
ing the understanding of assessment criteria. despite the rather limited elements used to clarify 
these criteria, the results indicate an improvement in student performance. 

Starting Points for Assessment

in this study students were asked to read and assess a doctoral thesis of their own choice. 
after a discussion of the quality of the theses students and supervisors read an essay that had 
obtained the “Pass” grade in an earlier course. The assessments were conducted with support of 
an assessment template divided into three levels, termed frame, external structure and internal 
structure (Figure 1). The template was designed by teachers with a PhD and was developed in 
parts and supplemented in dialogue with the students. With the help of 24 criteria presented in 
Table 1 and explained below students and teachers assessed the quality of the essay. 

Figure 1: The three essay quality levels: frame, external structure and
 internal structure. 



problems
of education

in the 21st century
Volume 25, 2010

70 frame:

The first quality forming the basis of the assessment is defined as “frame” and consists 
of three assessment criteria. The first criterion is writing norms (1), which include the ability 
to handle quotations, references, figures and tables correctly. The second is language process-
ing (2), which involves the requirement that the language should be varied, distinct and correct 
so as to guide the reader through the text. The third is disposition (3), by means of which the 
reader will encounter a balanced essay containing a clear connection between research ques-
tion, previous research, theory, result, analysis and discussion. the author should also avoid a 
too extensive presentation without losing variation and depth. 

External structure:

The second essay quality is termed external structure and consists of ten assessment 
criteria. The first criterion is aim (4). What is assessed here is whether the author has managed 
to choose research questions that are possible to examine. Is the knowledge that is sought after 
well defined and the choice of subject motivated? The following one is delimitation (5). This 
determines whether the research question is clearly delimited and whether the author’s perspec-
tive is made clear in the text. The next item, problem formulation (6), also checks whether the 
research question is clear and stringent, preferably expressed in the form of hypotheses or ques-
tions. The accessibility item (7) assesses the quality of the structure and whether the concepts 
are clearly defined. A closely related assessment criterion is target group adaptation (8). This 
is where the text is judged for its readability and intelligibility to the target group. In result 
(9) the ability to process, analyze and interpret the research material clearly is assessed. The 
result should appear from a lucid and logical presentation. In relevance, the ensuing item (10), 
the contents of the essay are tested against their importance to the education context. Whether 
anything important has been left out or anything unnecessary has been included are questions 
that may be posed. The ethics item (11) assesses whether the author abides by the ethical rules 
set up and whether the work itself bears witness to a well-founded ethical awareness. choice 
of method (12) is the item where the relevance of and motivation behind the choice are scruti-
nized. The last criterion concerning external structure quality is the reliability discussion (13). 
this is where the author’s arguments for the credibility of the result are evaluated. discussions 
about validity, reliability, missing values and generalizability are among the concepts focused 
on in this criterion. 

internal structure:

In the third quality the first assessment criterion is perspective awareness (14). Here the 
author is expected to declare his pre-understanding and make an account of the research situa-
tion. this is the item where the author’s own position is stated. here am i! this is where i start 
from! Under the previous research item (15) the author’s ability to present current research is 
assessed. it must be clearly connected with previous research and the author has to compare 
different schools with one another. the interpretation theory applied is evaluated under theory 
anchorage (16). Have the chosen theory/theories contributed to a deeper understanding of the 
subject under study, and does the author argue well for the choice of theory? The next item, 
theory of method anchorage (17), concerns whether the author’s choice of method is motivated 
by a detailed account clearly linked to the literature on methodology. Analytical rigour (18) is 
a measure of whether the author’s text is analytical, pithy and rich in contents. This item also 
includes assessing whether theoretical concepts are adequately applied in the analysis. When 
the scholarly critical attitude (19) is to be evaluated the author’s critical approach is scruti-
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and theory? Does the author discuss any alternative conclusions? The agreement (20) between 
problems, method and results is assessed in the following criterion. in the presentation of results 
the author is to provide answers to the problems formulated as well as present conclusions, fol-
lowed by a chapter containing the discussion of the results. for evaluating the novelty value and 
originality of the essay there is an originality criterion (21). This investigates whether the author 
has given evidence of novel thinking in formulating aim and questions. creative thinking in, for 
example, the choice of method is also considered. The consequences the essay may entail for 
future practice as well as its possible contribution to research and development are estimated in 
the item termed pedagogical implications (22). The last but one criterion is denoted anchorage 
in steering documents and fundamental values (23), which measures links in the essay to cur-
rent steering documents and to the fundamental values stated for present and future activities 
The last item is expressed as my own affective and reflexive reactions as a reader (24). For the 
text to obtain a high grade it is supposed to trigger thought processes, to involve, affect and 
arouse the reader’s interest and to make an impact. the third quality level ends with an item for 
any other comments. 

The Study Implementation

to start with, the students read a thesis of their own choice, which was then discussed on 
the basis of the specially designed assessment template. thereupon discussions were held about 
the 24 criteria. on a later occasion the students read a joint essay that had obtained the pass 
grade in a previous course. after that the students assessed the essay individually, following the 
same template. When the individual assessments were completed the result was compared and 
discussed in small groups. the group discussions were documented and the written material 
together with the assessment and the comments made in the questionnaire formed the basis of 
the presentation of results. An important part of the exercise was that the students had to give 
constructive suggestions for amendments to the work they had read. 

the teachers/supervisors involved in the course independently of each other assessed the 
same essays as the students without knowing the result of the assessments made by the others. 
this was followed by a short interview of about half an hour. in order to check agreements and 
disagreements the mean value and standard deviation of the questionnaire result were applied. 

The assessment was made according to an interval scale from 1 to 5, where 1 represent-
ed the lowest and 5 the highest grade. In choosing a descriptive measure, such as a central or 
distribution measure, the distribution curve of the observation material is of great importance. 
If the approximate distribution of the measurement values is normal, i.e., if most observa-
tions end up in the middle and there are few extreme-value observations, arithmetic mean and 
standard deviation are used (Löfgren, 1991). In the data collected with support of the student 
group’s assessment form these measures were deemed to be appropriate, since the distribution 
was normal. as the number of teachers was small, this principle cannot apply to that group, but 
presenting the result with support of the same statistical measures will, however, form a basis 
for comparison. all the results are only valid for this project and its population and cannot be 
statistically representative of any other sample. When describing standard deviation a value of 
0 makes no difference in the assessment while a difference closer to 1 indicates a definite vari-
ation. in the assessment the students differed at the most by 4 steps on the scale, whereas the 
teachers’ assessment never differed by more than one step. 
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the results of the student assessments are relatively uniform. the assessment criteria 
where the students diverge the most are originality, pedagogical implications and affective and 
reflexive reactions (Items 21, 22 and 24, Table 1), The students differ in their opinion about 
what is original, of benefit to present and future activities, and about what made them react 
emotionally and intellectually to the text. One explanation may be the difference in students’ 
specialization and interest. some students’ training focuses on younger pupils, some on older 
ones, with notable variations in interest and subject area as a consequence. the originality, 
pedagogical implications and affective and reflexive reactions items are probably more difficult 
to formalize and were felt by many students to be the most subjective assessment values. 

Quite a few student assessment values lie close to one another. One example is previous 
research and theory anchorage (Items 16 and 17). A great many students place the summary of 
previous research on a par with links to the theories and models expected to provide a blueprint 
for explaining the result. On that score the teachers’ assessments differ in that they were capable 
of elucidating the distinction between the two criteria. 

Table 1. Students and teachers’ assessments of the essay.

Arithmetic 
mean

Students
N.36

Arithmetic 
mean

Teachers
N.3

Standard 
deviation 
students

N.36

Standard 
deviation 
teachers

N.3

FRAME
1) Writing norms 3.36 3.00 0.64 0.00
2) Language processing 3.06 2.67 0.58 0.58
3) Disposition 3.36 3.33 0.68 0.58

EXTERNAL STRUCTURE
4) Aim 3.14 3.00 0.49 0.00
5) Delimitation 3.11 2.67 0.46 0.58
6) Problem formulation 3.28 2.67 0.72 0.58
7) Accessibility 3.22 3.00 0.68 0.00
8) Target group adaptation 3.28 2.67 0.68 0.58
9) Result 3.11 3.00 0.60 0.00

10) Relevance 3.50 3.33 0.56 0.58
11) Ethics 3.19 3.00 0.40 0.00
12) Choice of method 3.03 3.33 0.61 0.58
13) Reliability discussion 3.11 3.00 0.67 0.00

INTERNAL STRUCTURE
14) Perspective awareness 3.39 2.67 0.55 0.58
15) Previous research 3.42 3.33 0.69 0.58
16) Theory anchorage 3.14 2.00 0.68 0.00
17) Theory of method anchorage 3.11 2.67 0.71 0.58
18) Analytical rigour 3.11 2.67 0.71 0.58
19) Scholarly critical attitude 3.31 2.33 0.75 0.58
20) Agreement 3.03 3.00 0.74 0.00
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22) Pedagogical implications 3.08 3.33 0.91 0.58

23) Anchorage in steering 
         documents and fund. values 3.22 3.00 0.59 0.00

   24) My own affective and reflexive  
         reactions as a reader 3.06 3.33 1.19 0.58

When the teachers discussed the three qualities, the third quality was given the highest 
value. this is not self-evident in the students’ assessments. many of them focus on the frame, 
in other words on the more immediate and visible qualities of the report. by a quick glance it is 
fairly easy to assess the first three items, and students who are inexperienced in essay writing 
concentrate a great deal on external qualities. One may argue about the relative assessment of 
these three levels, but all the teachers agreed that a careful reading of the third level provides a 
better basis for judging the level of the essay and for grading. 

A tangible experience from discussions with the students was that a number of pen-
etrating and constructive suggestions for improvements were presented. none of the students 
awarded the “joint essay” a Pass with Distinction grade, and several of them gave it a Fail grade. 
There was extra space at the bottom of the questionnaire for further comments. It emerged that 
certain questions were thought of as overlapping one another and that some of them felt par-
ticularly hard to assess. One reflexion from the teachers involved in the course was that the 
students’ analytical and critical ability was often greater when examining the essays of others 
than when analyzing their own work. 

Pedagogical Consequences

during the essay seminar:

the result shows that many of the students displayed penetrating and constructive sug-
gestions for improving the essay they had read. one immediate consequence of this was to give 
students a greater responsibility in the assessment and grading process that followed their own 
and their fellow students’ degree projects. in order to give greater weight in grading to criticism 
and defence, the assessment of the opponents’ criticism and the respondents’ defence was for-
malized. The opponent was then assessed on the basis of three criteria, the first of which implies 
whether the opponent was well prepared and dealt with the work according to the recommenda-
tions given beforehand. the second criterion is that the opponent problematized and discussed, 
and the third that the criticism was constructive and contained suggestions for improvement. 
The respondent’s acting is also assessed, whereby the first criterion is explaining and clarifying, 
the second responding to the criticism by a research-based attitude, and the third being open to 
criticism and using the opponent’s suggestions to improve the work. 

after the seminar:

When the discussion of the essay was concluded a private talk was held between essay 
writer, examiner and supervisor on how they experienced it all. After that the writer drew up a 
list of, primarily, the opponent’s views but also included suggestions for changes and improve-
ments from the examiner and the participants in the seminar. In the list of changes the writer is 
expected to itemize the suggestions and then argue item by item whether he or she is willing 
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making the changes suggested by the opponent. Then the minutes are submitted to the examin-
er, who approves and sometimes deletes changes or suggests new ones. in this way the students 
largely formulate their own changes and participate more actively in the decisions taken with 
regard to completing the essay. the project result shows that the students’ suggested changes 
are often more comprehensive than the demands made by the examiner before the system with 
the correction list started. 

Discusssion 

by getting closer to the students’ horizon of understanding and acquiring a better insight 
into how they judge the quality criteria which form the basis of assessing scholarly work the 
quality of the students’ own essays will probably increase. this agrees well with christensen 
and James’ study (2001). Reducing the number of traditional course handbooks and introducing 
scholarly articles and reports early on in the programme should be an efficient way towards a 
higher goal fulfillment (Davis, 2003). By clarifying goals and assessment criteria and making 
students to some extent cooperate in specifying and formulating the criteria the quality should 
improve. This is the experience of previous studies (Bloxham and West, 2004). One suggestion 
for a future project would be for students and supervisors to work together in research projects 
where the problem has been formulated by students. this would probably increase work equal-
ity in comparison with the present situation, albeit to a small extent, where supervisors formu-
late the problem directing the work towards their own research. 

as for the credibility of the result it may be assumed that the students felt relatively un-
certain in their assessment. if the assessment method described in this article becomes properly 
anchored in essay courses, the dispersion noticeable in some respects might decrease. 

Conclusions

in sum, it may be stated that the quality of degree projects will improve if students and 
teachers discuss the assessment criteria together. to involve students in the assessment and take 
better note of the improvements suggested by the opponents has turned out to be a successful 
method. to jointly discuss quality on the basis of a well-planned assessment system will also 
improve student understanding of the quality criteria behind scholarly work. it will also give 
supervisors a better insight into students’ previous knowledge and pre-understanding of essay 
writing. using the same assessment template in the course provides participants and course 
organizers with a language in common which facilitates interpretation and assessment. one 
suggestion that has not been tested yet is attributing a higher value to the third internal-quality 
level by, for instance, multiplying this value by two. this might reduce the emphasis on the 
form of the essay in favour of spending more effort on elements like analysis and theory anchor-
age. one concrete result is that the distinction between previous research and theory of science 
has become clearer after the joint exercises. The seminar discussions have improved and be-
come more constructive and the students are better motivated in their revision work, since the 
changes are largely their own suggestions. 
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