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Step 4. When you are totally finished, set the essay aside 

and click “Lap” on your stopwatch. This will help you track 

how long it took you to complete that first “lap” of grading. 

If your stopwatch doesn’t have a “Lap” button, you could 

simply record how long it took to grade that paper, reset 

the stopwatch, and then start it again as you move on to 

grading Paper Two. See Figure 6.6 for a screenshot of my 

stopwatch.

Step 5. Grade, hit Lap, grade, hit Lap, grade. Grade up to 

five papers in this fashion, hitting Lap between each one. 

(Or writing down how long each lap takes if you don’t 

have the Lap thing.) You should probably not check out 

your Snapchat Story Line during this string of grading. Stay 

focused. Keep the eagle eye. You’ve only got to do this for 

five total papers.

Step 6. After five grading laps, stop. Breathe. Stretch. Stand 

up. Go get a refill. Taking this mini-break helps the ol’ brain 

stay sharp.

Step 7. Analyze your speed performance. What was your 

average time per grading lap? How do you explain the laps 

that went long versus the laps that didn’t? Are any of the 

things you do during a grading lap unlikely to help your 

students become better writers? Might you experiment with 

satisficing those things (or skipping them altogether) in the 

next round of five papers so as to improve your pace?

I’ve experienced a few benefits when I stopwatch my 

grading:

• Timing each paper keeps me focused. I’m far less likely to get distracted 

by the news or Twitter or [insert whatever distractions I use to make 

grading much more prolonged and much more painful].

• Timing forces quicker decision making. I can’t dither about  

what to write or not write; I just have to move forward with the 

task of helping this writer and assigning a score. This quick decision 

making creates a momentum that helps me avoid the existential 

crises that have so often accompanied my grading sessions in the 

past.

FIGURE 6.6 • Smartphone Stopwatch
Note: This is what my stopwatch looks like after grad-
ing a few essays. I like that it puts my best “lap” in 
green and my worst in red. I can take a quick glance 
over at this every time I hit Lap and see how I’m doing.


