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WHAT IS A RUBRIC?

\Ru”bric\, n. [OFE. rubriche, OF. rubriche, F. rubrique (cf. it.
rubrica), fr. L. rubrica red earth for coloring, red chalk, the
title of a law (because written in red), fr. ruber red. See red.]|
That part of any work in the carly manuscripts and typogra-
phy which was colored red, to distinguish it from other por-
tions. Hence, specifically: (a) A titlepage, or part of it, espe-
cially that giving the date and place of printing; also, the initial
letters, etc., when printed in red. (b) (Law books) The title of a
statute;—so called as being anciently written in red letters.—
Bell. (¢) (Liturgies) The directions and rules for the conduct of
service, formerly written or printed in red; hence, also, an
ecclesiastical or episcopal injunction;—usually in the plural.
—Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary, 1913

Rubric: n 1: an authoritative rule 2: an explanation or definition

of an obscure word in a text [syn: gloss] 3: a heading that is

printed in red or in a special type v : adorn with ruby red color.
—WordNet, 1997

Today, a rubric retains its connection to authoritative rule and partic-
ularly to “redness.” In fact, professors like us who use rubrics often
consider them the most effective grading devices since the invention
of red ink.

At its most basic, a rubric is a scoring tool that lays out the specific
expectations for an assignment. Rubrics divide an assignment into 1ts
component parts and provide a detailed description of what constitutes
acceptable or unacceptable levels of performance for cach of those
parts. Rubrics can be used for grading a large variety of assignments
and tasks: research papers, book critiques, discussion participation, lab-
oratory reports, portfolios, group work, oral presentations, and more.
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4 AN INTRODUCTION TO RUBRICS

Dr. Dannelle Stevens and Dr. Antonia Levi teach at Portland State
University in the Graduate School of Education and the University
Studies Program, respectively. Rubrics are used quite extensively tor
grading at Portland State University, especially in the core University
Studies program. One rcason for this i1s that the University Studies
Program uses rubrics annually to assess its experimental, interdisci-
plinary, yearlong Freshman Inquiry core. Because that assessment 1s
carried out by, among others, the faculty who teach Freshman
Inquiry, and because most faculty from all departments eventually do
tecach Freshman Inquiry, this means that the faculty at Portland State
are given a chance to see close up what rubrics can do in terms of
assessment. Many quickly see the benefits of using rubrics for their
own forms of classroom assessment, including grading,.

In this book, we will show vou what a rubric is, why so many
professors at Portland State University are so enthusiastic about
rubrics, and how vou can construct and use your own rubrics. Based
on our own cxperiences and those of our colleagues, we will also
show vou how to share the construction or expand the use of rubrics
to become an effective part of the teaching process. We will describe
the various models of rubric construction and show how different
professors have used rubrics in different ways in different classroom
contexts and disciplines. All the rubrics used in this book derive from
actual use in recal classrooms.

Do You Need a Rubric?

How do vou know if vou need a rubric? One sure sign is if you check
off more than three items from the following list:

A You are getting carpal tunnel syndrome from writing the same
comments on almost every student paper.

J It’s 3 a.M. The stack of papers on vour desk 1s fast approaching
the ceiling. You're already 4 weeks behind in your grading, and
it’s clear that you won’t be finishing it tonight cither.

4 Students often complain that they cannot read the notes you
labored so long to produce.

L

You have graded all your papers and worry that the last ones
were graded slightly differently from the first ones.
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d You want students to complete a complex assignment that
integrates all the work over the term and are not sure how to
communicate all the varied expectations easily and clearly.

4 You want students to develop the ability to reflect on ill-structured
problems but you aren’t sure how to clearly communicate that
to them.

4 You give a carefully planned assignment that vou never used
before and to your surprise, it takes the whole class period to
explain 1t to students.

4 You give a long narrative description of the assignment in the
syllabus, but the students continually ask two to three questions
per class about your expectations.

O You are spending long periods of time on the phone with the
Writing Center or other tutorial services because the students you
sent there are unable to explain the assignments or expectations
clearly.

A You work with your colleagues and collaborate on designing the
same assignments for program courses, yet you wonder if your
grading scales are different.

J You've sometimes been disappointed by whole assignments
because all or most of vour class turned out to be unaware of
academic expectations so basic that vou neglected to mention
them (e.g., the need for citations or page numbers).

2 You have worked very hard to explain the complex end-of-term
paper; yet students are starting to regard you as an enemy out to
trick them with incomprehensible assignments.

O You're starting to wonder if they're right.

Rubrics set you on the path to addressing these concerns.

What Are the Parts of a Rubric?

Rubrics are composed of four basic parts in which the professor sets
out the parameters of the assignment. The parties and processes
involved in making a rubric can and should vary tremendously, but
the basic format remains the same. In its simplest form, the rubric
includes a task description (the assignment), a scale of some sort
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Title
Task Description

Scalelevel 1 | Scale level 2 ‘ Scale level 3

Dimenston 1

Dimension 2

Dimension 3

Dimension 4

Figure 1.1  Basic rubric grid format.

(levels of achievement, possibly in the form of grades), the dimen-
sions of the assignment (a breakdown of the skills/knowledge
involved in the assignment), and descriptions of what constitutes
cach level of performance (specific feedback) all set out on a grid, as
shown in Figure 1.1.

We usually use a simple Microsoft Word table to create our grids
using the “clegant” format found in the “auto format™ section. Our
sample grid shows three scales and four dimensions. This is the most
common, but sometimes we use more. Rarely, however, do we go
over our maximum of five scale levels and six to seven dimensions.

In this chapter, we will look at the four component parts of the
rubric and, using an oral presentation assignment as an example,
develop the above grid part-by-part until it is a useful grading tool (a
usable rubric) for the professor and a clear indication of expectations
and actual performance for the student.

Part-by-Part Development of a Rubric

Part 1: Task Description

The task description is almost always originally framed by the
instructor and involves a “performance” of some sort by the student.
The task can rake the form of a specific assignment, such as a paper,
a poster, or a presentation. The task can also apply to overall behav-
ior, such as participation, use of proper lab protocols, and behavioral
expectations in the classroom.

We place the task description, usually cut and pasted from the
syllabus, at the top of the grading rubric, partly to remind ourselves



WHAT IS A RUBRIC? ¥
Changing Communities in Our City

Task Description: Each student will make a 5-minute presentation on
the changes in one Portland community over the past thirty years.
The student may focus the presentation in any way he or she wishes,
but there needs to be a thesis of some sort, not just a chronological
exposition. The presentation should include appropriate photographs,
maps, graphs, and other visual aids for the audience.

Scale level 1 Scale level 2 Scale level 3

Dimension 1 '

Dimension 2

Dimension 3

Dimension 4 ;

Figure 1.2 Part 1: Task description.

how the assignment was written as we grade, and to have a handy
reference later on when we may decide to reuse the same rubric.

More important, however, we find that the task assignment grabs
the students’ attention in a way nothing else can, when placed at the
top of what they know will be a grading tool. With the added refer-
ence to their grades, the task assignment and the rubric criteria
become more immediate to students and are more carefully read. Stu-
dents focus on grades. Sad, but true. We might as well take advan-
tage of it to communicate our expectations as clearly as possible.

If the assignment 1s too long to be included in its entirety on the
rubric, or if there is some other reason for not including it there, we
put the title of the full assignment at the top of the rubric: for exam-
ple, “Rubric tor Oral Presentation.” This will at least remind the stu-
dents that there is a full description elsewhere, and it will facilitate
later reference and analysis for the professor. Sometimes we go fur-
ther and add the words “see syllabus™ or “see handout.” Another
possibility is to put the larger task description along the side of the
rubric. For reading and grading ease, rubrics should seldom, if ever,
be more than one page long.

Most rubrics will contain both a descriptive title and a task
description. Figurce 1.2 illustrates Part 1 of our sample rubric with the
title and task description highlighted.
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Part 2: Scale

The scale describes how well or poorly any given task has been per-
formed and occupies vet another side of the grid to complete the
rubric’s evaluative goal. Terms used to describe the level of perfor-
mance should be tactful but clear. In the generic rubric, words such

LR 1Y

as “mastery,” “partial mastery,” “progressing,” and “emerging” pro-
vide a more positive, active, verb description of what is expected next
from the student and also mitigate the potential shock of low marks
in the lowest levels of the scale. Some professors may prefer to use
nonjudgmental, noncompetitive language, such as “high level,”
“middle level,” and “beginning level,” whereas others prefer num-
bers or even grades.

Here are some commonly used labels compiled by Huba and
Freed (2000):

e Sophisticated, competent, partly competent, not yet competent
(NSF Synthesis Engineering Education Coalition, 1997)

» Exemplary, proficient, marginal, unacceptable

¢ Advanced, intermediate high, intermediate, novice (American
Council of Teachers of Forcign Languages, 1986, p.278)

e distinguished, proficient, intermediate, novice (Gotcher, 1997):

e accomplished, average, developing, beginning (College of
Education, 1997)

(Huba & Freed, 2000, p. 180}

We almost always confine ourselves to three levels of perfor-
mance when we first construct a rubric. After the rubric has been
used on a real assignment, we often expand that to five. It is much
easier to refine the descriptions of the assignment and create more
levels after seeing what our students actually do.

Figure 1.3 presents the Part 2 version of our rubric where the
scale has been highlighted.

There is no set formula for the number of levels a rubric scale
should have. Most professors prefer to clearly describe the perform-
ances at three or even five levels using a scale. But five levels is enough.
The more levels there are, the more difficult it becomes to differentiate
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Changing Communities in Our City

Task Description: Each student will make a 5-minute presentation on
the changes in one Portland community over the past thirty years.
The student may focus the presentation in any way he or she wishes,
but there needs to be a thesis of some sort, not just a chronological
exposition. The presentation should include appropriate photographs,
maps, graphs, and other visual aids for the audience.

|

Excellent Competent Needs work

Dimension 1

Dimension 2

Dimension 3

Dimension 4

Figure 1.3 Part 2: Scales.

between them and to articulate precisely why one student’s work falls
into the scale level it does. On the other hand, more specific levels
make the task clearer for the student and they reduce the professor’s
time neceded to furnish detailed grading notes. Most professors con-
sider three to be the optimum number of levels on a rubric scale.

If a professor chooses to describe only one level, the rubric is
called a holistic rubric or a scoring guide rubric. It usually contains a
description of the highest level of performance expected for each
dimension, followed by room for scoring and describing in a “Com-
ments” column just how far the student has come toward achieving
or not achieving that level. Scoring guide rubrics, however, usually
require considerable additional explanation in the form of written
notes and so are more time-consuming than grading with a three-to-
five-level rubric.

Part 3: Dimensions

The dimensions of a rubric lay out the parts of the rask simply and
completely. A rubric can also clarify for students how their task can
be broken down into components and which of those components
are most important. Is it the grammar? The analysis? The factual
content? The research techniques? And how much weight is given to
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cach of these aspects of the assignment? Although it 1s not necessary
to weight the different dimensions differently, adding points or per-
centages to each dimension further emphasizes the relative impor-
tance of each aspect of the task.

Dimensions should actually represent the type of component
skills students must combine in a successful scholarly work, such as
the need for a firm grasp of content, technique, citation, examples,
analysis, and a use of language appropriate to the occasion. When
well done, the dimensions of a rubric (usually listed along one side ot
the rubric) will not only outline these component skills, but after the
work is graded, should provide a quick overview of the student’s
strengths and weaknesses in each dimension.

Dimension need not and should not include any description of
the quality of the performance. “Organization,” for example, is a
common dimension, but not “Good Organization.” We leave the
question of the quality of student work within that dimension to the
scale and the description of the dimension, as illustrated in Part 4 of
the rubric development.

Breaking up the assignment into its distinct dimensions leads to a
kind of task analysis with the components of the task clearly identi-
fied. Both students and professors find this useful. It tells the student
much more than a mere task assignment or a grade reflecting only the
finished product. Together with good descriptions, the dimensions of
a rubric provide detailed feedback on specific parts of the assignment
and how well or poorly those were carried out. This is especially use-
ful in assignments such as our oral presentation example in which
many different dimensions come into play, as shown in Figure 1.4,
where the dimensions, Part 3 of the rubric, are highlighted on page 11.

Part 4: Description of the Dimensions

Dimensions alone are all-encompassing categories, so for each of the
dimensions, a rubric should also contain at the very least a descrip-
tion of the highest level of performance in that dimension. A rubric
that contains only the description of the highest level of performance
is called a scoring guide rubric and is shown in Figure 1.5 on page 12.

Scoring guide rubrics allow for greater flexibility and the personal
touch, but the need to explain in writing where the student has failed
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Changing Communities in Our City

Task Description: Each student will make a S-minute presentation on
the changes in one Portland community over the past thirty years.
The student may focus the presentation in any way he or she wishes,
but there nceds to be a thesis of some sort, not just a chronological
exposition. The presentation should include appropriate photographs,
maps, graphs, and other visual aids for the audience,

—‘laellcnt—‘ C—om—petent@ecds work
Knowledge/understanding | | |
20%/720 points ‘ |
Thinking/inquiry ‘
30%/30 points | J—
Communication

20%/20 points | N I
Use of visual aids
20%/20 points i
- s - ___+____

Presentation skills
10%/1 0 pOi_HtS J_ J_ J_

Figure 1.4  Part 3: Dimensions.

to meet the highest levels of performance does increase the time it
takes to grade using scoring guide rubrics,

For most tasks, we prefer to use a rubric that contains at least
three scales and a description of the most common ways in which
students fail to mcet the highest level of expectations. Figure 1.6
illustrates the rubric with three levels on the scale that was actually
used for grading the “Changing Communities in Our City™ assign-
ment. Note how the next level down on the scale indicates the differ-
ence between that level of performance and the ideal, whereas the
last level places the emphasis on what might have been accomplished
but was not. This puts the emphasis not on the failure alone, but also
on the possibilities. This final rubric on page 13 emphasizes Part 4 of
rubric development for an oral presentation with the descriptions of
the dimensions highlighted.
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I4 AN INTRODUCTION TO RUBRICS

In this sample rubric, the descriptions are limited enough that when
a student does not fit neatly into one column or the other, we can con-
vey that fact by circling elements of two or more columns. Under “Pre-
sentation skills,” for example, we might easily find ourselves circling a
“using eve contact and a lively tone™ in the “excellent” column, but
circling “fails to use™ and “gesturcs and body language consistently or
effectively at times” in the *Competent™ column. When the descrip-
tions are more comprehensive and include more options, we often use
boxes that can be checked off beside each element of the description to
make conveying this mixed response easier and tidier.

Scen in its entirety, the rubric for this oral presentation may seem
more of a task than simply grading students the old-fashioned way.
Stripped down to its four components, however, and developed step
by step, it becomes a template on which to place the expectations
most professors have in the backs of their minds anyway.

Creating Your First Rubric: Is It Worth the Time and Effort?

Professors who regularly construct and use rubrics can create a
rubric like the oral presentation rubric we used as an example in less
than an hour, less if they arc simply modifying an existing rubric
designed for a similar assignment. For beginners, however, the first
few rubrics may take more time than they save.

This time is not wasted, however. When we first began construct-
ing and using rubrics, we quickly found that they not only cut down
on grading time and provided fuller feedback to our students, but
they affected our classroom preparation and instruction as well,

The first step in constructing or adapting any rubric is quite sim-
ply a time of reflection, of putting into words basic assumptions and
beliefs about teaching, assessment, and scholarship. We put ourselves
in the place of our students by recalling our own student days and
focusing not only what we learned but how we learned it best—that
is, what expectations were clear, what assignments were significant,
and what feedback was helpful. That reflection translated into class-
room practices as we became more adept at imparting not only our
knowledge and expectations for each assignment, but what we hoped
our students would accomplish through fulfilling the assignments we
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gave. Further down the road, we realized our students were not like
us and out assignments should acknowledge different student learn-
ing styles.

We even began to involve our students in developing the rubrics.
In so doing, we found that, as Cafferalla and Clark (1999) concluded
in their analysis of studies of adult learners, making the process of
learning as collaborative as possible for our students resulted in bet-
ter teaching.

Morcover, although the first few rubrics may take considerable
time to construct, they do save time in grading, right from the very
beginning. When the sample rubric used in this chapter was used in a
class of more than thirty students, for example, the time taken to
grade the presentations was reduced to the actual class time in which
the presentations were given, plus an extra hour or so devoted to
adding a few individualized notes to each rubric. We simply circled
whatever categories applied during or immediately after the student
presented. Aside from saving time, this meant that the grades and
comments were handed back to the students the very next class
period, while the memory of the assignment was fresh in their minds.
Timely feedback means more student learning.

Rubrics not only save time in the long run, but they are also a
valuable pedagogical tools because they make us more aware of our
individual teaching styles and methods, allow us to impart more
clearly our intentions and expectations, and provide timely, informa-
tive feedback to our students. Chapter 2 elaborates on these reasons
for incorporating rubrics into your classroom instructional practices.
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WHY USE RUBRICS?

Rubrics save time, provide timely, meaningful feedback for students,
and have the potential to become an effective part of the teaching
and learning process. In fact, the main reason we don’t use rubrics
more often 1s simply because most of us have been unaware of them.
Rubrics were not part of our own experience as students, and most
of us find that we often teach as we were taught.

However, there are many reasons to use rubrics, reasons having
to do not only with efficient use of time and sound pedagogy but,
moreover, with basic principles of equity and fairness. In this chapter,
we will look at the pragmatic, pedagogical, and equitable reasons for
using rubrics.

Rubrics Provide Timely Feedback

The timing of feedback can be a vexed point between professors and
students. We struggle to grade each assignment fairly and individu-
ally; students then complain that work is not handed back soon
enough. Sometimes it seems to us as if students don’t care as much
about quality feedback (detailed feedback they can act on) as they do
about getting their work back speedily. Many of us interpret this to
mean that all students care about is their final grade. Although this
may be at least partly true, Rucker and Thomson’s (2003) research on
feedback and learning among college students suggests the students’
demand tor speed may be valid. After studying 104 students in educa-
tion and communication classes, Rucker and Thomson concluded
that time actually was a factor in making feedback meaningful and
uscful to students. Feedback was most effective when given as soon as
possible after task completion in helping students make positive
changes in their subsequent work. Taras’s (2003) work with British
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undergraduates also noted the importance of feedback both for learn-
ing and for developing personal habits of self-assessment. Ilgen, Peter-
son, Martin, and Boeschen’s (1981) classic work went further to note
an actual decline in the value of feedback as time between it and the
task increased: “The longer the delay in the reccipt of fecdback, the
less the effect of feedback on performance” (p.354). Extensive
research over the years has validated that feedback, especially timely
feedback, facilitates learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998).

But how are we expected to grade 30 research papers in the space
of 48 hours so that they can be handed back while the feedback will
still do the most good? The answer, of course, is rubrics. Rubrics are
wonderful time savers and, for many of us, when first starting to use
rubrics, timeliness is the main virtue that justifies their use. Rubrics
Allow us to meet the deadline posed by student attention spans and
expectations and to do it without sacrificing the nced for that feed-
back to be detailed and specific to each student’s individual case.

As many of us know, most students make the same or similar
mistakes on any given assignment. The combination of mistakes may
be different and individual, but the actual mistakes are much the
same. As a result, when we seriously try to offer specific, individual
feedback to cach student in note form, we often find ourselves writ-
ing variations on the same themes on most of the papers.

A rubric eliminates this problem. In a rubric, we simply incorpo-
rate easily predictable notes into the “descriptions of dimensions”
portion of the rubric. Then, when grading time comes, all we need do
s circle or check off all comments that apply to each specific student
and perhaps add a note here and there where the rubric does not
cover what was done precisely enough, where added emphasis is
needed, or where the connection between one or more aspects of the
student’s performance needs to be stressed. The use of the rubric does
not, of course, preclude notes specific to the student that can be
placed on the rubric, the paper itself, or elsewhere. The evaluative
process of grading remains the same, as does the specificity of the
feedback, but the time taken to transmit the feedback to the student
is cut by at least 50% and often more.

The result is an easier grading process for us, and timely, detailed,
often easier-to-read feedback for the student.
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Rubrics Prepare Students to Use Detailed Feedback

It’s a vicious cycle. Students say they want detailed feedback so that
they can know what they are doing right so they can keep doing it, as
well as what they are doing wrong so that they can improve.

Yet, as we often discover, students barely scem to read, let alone
absorb, the extended notes on their work that took up so much of
our grading time. In time, some of us may become discouraged and
stop writing such detailed notes. If this continues, eventually we may
find that our written comments arc confined to terse statements such
as “lacks cohesion, needs more references, organized, C+.”

Students are understandably confused and discouraged by such
laconic remarks, and here too, research bears them out. Brinko
(1993) tound that feedback was most effective when it contained as
much mformation as possible rather than simply evaluating the level
of the work. The same study revealed, however, that including a
description of the highest level of achievement possible was also use-
ful to students. Balancing these two findings is where rubrics excel.

The demand for an explanation of the highest level of achieve-
ment possible and detailed feedback is fulfilled in the rubric itself.
The highest level descriptions of the dimensions are, in fact, the high-
est level of achievement possible, whereas the remaining levels, cir-
cled or checked off, are typed versions of the notes we regularly write
on student work explaining how and where they failed to meet that
highest level. The student still receives all the necessary details about
how and where the assignment did or did not achieve its goal, and
even suggestions (in the form of the higher levels of descriptions) as
to how it might have been done better.

Moreover, because we discuss the rubric and thereby the grading
criteria 1n class, the student has a much better idea of what these
details mean. Even when we make extensive notes and students actu-
ally do read them, there can still be quite a gap between comments
and student understanding of expectations. For cx:—ll'l'lple students
may not have been acquainted with terms such as “context,” “analy-
sis,” or “ctations” before the rubric discussion began, but by the
time they receive their graded work back, such words should have
clear meaning for them.
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Rubrics can also come to the rescuc when students ask for serious
help on specific, ongoing problems in their class work. In this case,
we have to try to determine if their work is improving overall. Except
for numbers or letter grades in the grade book, we have found that
we have little idea whether and how a student’s individual work may
or may not be improving over time, still less in what ways. So we ask
the student to bring in all work done to date, preferably the copies
with the grading notes on them. All too often, we discover the stu-
dent has not saved those notes or even the work. Neither have we.

Students are, of course, no more likely to keep completed rubrics
than they arc to keep complete collections of their other graded
work. This is why some of us keep rubrics scparate from the actual
work until we have had a chance to run the rubrics through a copy
machine. Only later is the original rubric stapled to the assignment to
be handed back. In this way, we are able to keep a complete record
of cach student’s progress without much extra effort. Moreover, the
detailed feedback on the rubric becomes a useful tool for analyzing
precisely where a student’s strengths and weaknesses lie,

Using rubrics for overall assessment as well as immediate grading
meets the demand for greater detail in feedback and also for deter-
mining whether a student’s work is actually improving over time. A
quick scan across several rubrics can even provide detailed informa-
tion about the dimensions in which a student’s work 1s improving
and is not improving. Moreover, because many of us are likely to use
similar formats and dimensions in constructing rubrics, the accumu-
lated record is easy to read for both of us. Laid side by side, three or
more rubrics usually reveal a pattern over time. For example, if
“Qrganization” is a dimension on several rubrics and the student
continually gets low marks in that area, we immediately know where
to start in giving meaningful, useful advice and suggestions.

Students are often surprised to realize that they are receiving the
same levels of commentary in the same dimensions with great regu-
larity. Such students might, of course, have also noticed that they
were receiving the same comments in written notes, but the grid
pattern of the rubric with its clearly defined dimensions makes dou-
bly clear which areas need work. If a student is taking classes from
more than onc professor who uses rubrics, the pattern may become

cven clearer.
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Using several rubrics of completed assignments, students can
draw their own conclusions about the weaknesses in their work and
set out their own plans for improvement as well. As Huba and Freed
(2000} have pointed out, this is the ideal way that motivation devel-
ops and learning occurs: “Feedback that focuses on self-assessment
and self improvement is a form of intrinsic motivation (p. 59)”. Once
students clearly see how to improve, they can focus on that. Then the
rubric comparisons of student performance over time may begin to
reflect a more cheerful pattern of steady improvement.

Rubrics Encourage Critical Thinking

Because of the rubric format, students may notice for themselves
the patterns of recurring problems or ongoing improvement in their
work, and this self-discovery is one of the happiest outcomes of
using rubrics. By encouraging students to think critically about their
own learning, rubrics can inspire precisely the pattern of “self-
assessment and self-improvement”™ intrinsic to creating the kind of
motivated, creative students we all want in our classes. Used in con-
junction with good academic advising, rubrics can play a major role
in contributing to students” development of a more scholarly form of
critical thinking—that is, the ability to think, reason, and make judg-
ments based on an independent, accurate accumulation of data and
an open-minded approach to each new topic (Huba & Freed, 2000).

We all want students who demonstrate such traits. Most of us
hope that our classes, regardless of discipline, will contribute to pro-
ducing such habits of thinking and learning. We also know that stu-
dents need to be challenged to think critically, and we know what
kinds of assignments will lead to critical thinking in our respective
disciplines. Yet research shows that many of us continue to give too
many of the multiple choice tests and short answer writing assign-
ments that we know produce mostly rote memory skills and low-
level, unconnected thinking (Boud, 1990; Huba & Freed, 2000). A
major 1ssue here 1s time constraints imposed by the need to grade the
results. Using rubrics speeds up grading time enormously, thus allow-
ing us to assign more complex tasks leading to critical thinking.
However, that is not the limit of what rubrics can do toward promot-
ing greater emphasis on critical thinking.
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The greatest way that rubrics begin to promote scholarly critical
thinking is in the classroom discussion of the rubric prior to the stu-
dents beginning the assignment. Many of the rubric’s dimensions
break down the components of critical thinking in an explicit man-
ner, while the descriptions of those dimensions spell out explicit
demands for the basic components of critical thinking. These usually
include such basics as the inclusion of an independent thesis, sup-
porting data that is accurate and relevant, thought processes and
analyses that are clearly shown, and judgments based on an open-
minded consideration of all of these components. For most profes-
sors, these demands are so basic that they are often left implicit in the
assignment and so may be overlooked by the students until the
assignment is complete. By passing out the rubric in advance and
allowing time for these components to be discussed, we make our
implicit expectarions explicit. In discussing the rubric, we are model-
ing, in reverse, the criteria by which the work will be graded and also
the elements of critical thinking that are important in almost every
scholarly work in almost any discipline.

Not all components of a rubric relate equally to critical thinking, of
course. Punctuality, grammar and spelling, and other technical skills can
and do affect communication and therefore grading but are not them-
selves evidence of scholarly critical thinking. If we want our students to
understand that some dimensions are far more important than others,
we can communicate that on the rubric by assigning points or percent-
ages according to importance of that dimension to the final product. For
example, on the 100-point paper illustrated in Chapter 1, the dimension
“Communication” got 20 percent {or 20 points) of the grade, whereas
“Presentation skills” got only 10 percent (or 10 points) of the final grade
and “Thinking/inquiry™ pulled a whopping 30 percent {or 30 points) of
the final grade. By including points that make it clear that those compo-
nents that relate to critical thinking are worth more in the overall grade
than the technical skills, a rubric communicates what is important in
scholarship in a direct and visual way. Further classroom discussion of
the meaning of these critical thinking components can also clarify and
explain the habirs of mind we expect our students to demonstrate not
only for a given assignment or class, but throughout their college careers
and. for that matter, the rest of their lives.
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Rubrics Facilitate Communication with Others

Whether we think about it that way or not, most of us teach in col-
laboration with others. The most common “others” in our academic
teaching life are usually teaching assistants of some sort. Other sig-
nificant groups involved in teaching our students may include the
staff of a university writing center, tutors or remedial teaching staff,
adjunct, and every other professor from whom those students are
learning. Rubrics allow us to communicate our goals and intentions
to all these people, sometimes without us even being aware that com-
munication is taking place.

Teaching assistants (T.A.s) are the most obvious “other™ people
involved with our teaching, particularly if they lead discussion or lab
sections for the class or grade papers. Rubrics tell the T.A. directly
and clearly what we expect from the students; what they should be
focusing on in the small group work, the lab, or the seminar, and
what grading criteria we have in mind. Sometimes it is useful to
involve T.A.s in the construction of the rubric from the start, as T.A.s
often have a clearer idea of the individual students’ needs and level of
comprehension (see Chapter S for a discussion of rubric construction
with T.A.s and others). Moreover, because many T.A.s plan to
become professors in the future, modeling the use of rubrics can
affect their teaching practices later on.

Another group who can benefit from our use of a rubric are those
who assist students with specific learning problems. The most common
of these teaching collaborators is the staff of the writing center. As any-
one who has ever worked in a writing center knows, students who are
having the most serious problems with their writing are often the last
people who can explain the details of the assignment; often the reason
they are at the writing center is because they have problems communi-
cating. Much of the time, the writing center staff wind up calling the
professor simply to be sure they arc not leading the student in the
wrong direction. If the student arrives at the center with a rubric, how-
ever, the task assignment and expectations are right in front of the per-
son working in the writing center, and most writing center staff mem-
bers can easily decode the intent behind the details of the rubric. The
same is truc of math tutors, language drill leaders, and even computer
staff who may be called on to help with analytical programs.
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The next group who may find rubrics useful are new faculty and
adjunct professors. These newcomers are often less distressed at find-
ing themselves without a desk or a mailbox than they are abour find-
ing themselves without a clue about the departmental expectations
for the classes they are about to teach. A review of past syllabi will
show them the lay of the land and the overview of the content, and it
will give them some idea of the assignments. However, a review of
past rubrics goes further, showing the new faculty member or adjunct
not only the assignments but also the expectations for student perfor-
mance in the course and in the discipline. Armed with both past syl-
labi and rubrics, newly arrived faculty can feel they have as good an
idea of what led their new department to create the course as they
would have had if they had sat in on the original department meet-
ings where the faculty spelled out the reasons for creating the classes
they will teach.

The final group of “others” who may benefit from rubrics are
professors who are teaching the same class or even the same students.
Most of us have little knowledge about what our colleagues do in
class, even when those colleagues teach in the same discipline or in
related fields. Often this is because many of us value our own auton-
omy in the classroom and worry about violating that of our col-
leagues, but the truth is that knowing what is going on in closely
related classes can be useful, both in avoiding redundant efforts and
in understanding what students are being taught. Within depart-
ments, rubrics can be shared to determine whether or not there is
consensus on what is being taught at each level, how it is being
taught, and why.

Sharing rubrics can also reveal the degree to which grading is
consistent. Professors are often startled to find out how consistent
their teaching and grading really are. In a recent and local case, Port-
land State University professors who collaborated on a single rubric
for a shared assignment were surprised and reassured to discover that
their standards and expectations were not wildly out of line with
those of their colleagucs. For a few of us, of course, rubrics may
reveal that we do grade differently from our colleagues. Rubrics can-
not tell us what to do about that, if anything, but they can at least
make us awarc of the situation.
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Rubrics Help Us to Refine Our Teaching Skills

How do we know if we are good teachers? How can we find out
what we can do to become better ones? Standardized student evalua-
tions arc one source. Yet, the questions are often broad, and, there-
fore, difficult to apply. Moreover, because they can be used in faculty
promotion and tenure, most of us are a bit defensive about them.
Even in the best of circumstances, these evaluations only reflect the
students’ responses as to items about whether the professor was
knowledgeable, an engaging lecturer, or well organized in running the
class (Huba & Freed, 2000). Even the evaluations that actually ask
students whether or not they learned anything may simply ask for the
students’ opinions on that topic. They do not provide actual evidence
or reveal details of what students may or may not have learned.

In the same way that keeping copies of individual student rubrics
can allow us to pinpoint a student’s continuing improvement or
weaknesses over time, rubrics showing student development over
time can also allow us to gain a clearer view of teaching blind sports,
omissions, and strengths. If, for example, the majority of students in
several classes are showing weak results in the usc of citations, this
should be a wake-up call to us that we need to be talking more about
how and why citations are important. If there is a pattern of prob-
lems regarding inadequate usc of examples, this too can be pin-
pointed and corrected. And subsequent rubrics from subsequent
classes should provide us with evidence as to whether or not our
changed teaching strategies are working. Needless to say, such results
can also be used to provide persuasive evidence of teaching improve-
ment in applications for promotion and tenure (see Chapter 6).

Referencing overall rubric results in class can also be a wonderful
way to address class problems without singling out any particular
student or group of students. If, for example, fully half the class lost
points on the “Reflection”™ dimension of an essay, perhaps they really
do not understand what critical reflection means. Mentioning this as
we pass the graded assignments back, and again as we begin the dis-
cussion of the next assignment, can not only cut down on the num-
ber of individual conferences we might otherwise have with students
in our office, but it can also allow us to reach the student who is too
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shy, too insecure, or too unaware of academic survival skills to show
up in our offices. Discussing problems that a large number of stu-
dents share with direct reference to the rubric not only provides a
solid rationale for discussing a task after the fact, but also offers stu-
dents a chance to see how they can and should be using rubrics in
evaluating their own performance, preferably before assignments are
turned in.

Whatever we choose to do with them, collected rubrics provide a
record of the specific details of how students performed on any
given task, allowing us to quickly notice and correct any across-the-
class blind spots or omissions. They can also provide an unexpected
pat on the back as we notice improvements across the board, or per-
haps even evidence of teaching arcas that need no improvement
from the start. And for junior faculty, they can provide that evidence
in a form thar can be included in portfolios submitted for promotion
and tenure.

Rubrics Level the Playing Field

In recent years, the numbers of minority first-generation students
coming into universities has increased enormously (American Coun-
cil on Education, 2001; Mellow, Van Slvck, & Eynon, 2002). Most
of us have welcomed the change, noting the benefits of a more
diverse student body on the educational experience of all students
and the educational benefit for citizens in our democracy. Yet the
more diverse student body also presents challenges, as shown by the
proliferation of support programs for these students (Anaya & Cole,
2001; Rodriguez, 2003). Most of these support programs, however,
deal with issues other than in-class learning, such as English language
problems, financial issues, childcare, and time management. All of
these issues impact class learning, of course, but issues specitic to the
classroom experience are left for teachers to deal with.

One issue that is specific to the classroom experience is that of
“translation.” We do not refer here to the fact that many of these
students may have English communication problems, but to the fact
that even native spcakers of English may not speak the kind of
English that is used in academia. In the past, many of our students
came from college-educated families where such English was taken
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for granted or went to preparatory schools where basic academic ter-
minology was used and explained, which led to success in post-
secondary institutions (National Center for Educational Statistics,
2002). Now, however, teachers must learn to communicate with stu-
dents for whom the words we use in daily academic speech are a for-
eign language or at least a bizarre dialect.

Rubrics can act as wonderful translation devices in this new envi-
ronment. Not only do they help such students understand what
teachers are talking about, but they help teachers understand when
and where our words are not being understood or, worse vet, arc
being completely misunderstood. In discussing papers, for example,
we may be startled to discover that many students think “introduc-
tion™ and “conclusion™ are synonyms for “beginning” and “end” or
that “critical thinking™ means criticizing something. We may also not
realize that our students do not understand the difference between a
discussion and an argument or between an academic debate and a
shout-down match. Similarly, some students may assume that
“analysis™ refers only to situations in which numbers are involved or
to the analyses contained in secondary sources. The revelation that in
an academic paper, for example, “analysis” most often means their
own conclusions informed by data can be startling to them.

Above all, first-generation students are apt to think of education
in terms of the concrete knowledge absorbed. The correct use of
rubrics can alter their entire understanding of the task of getting an
education by introducing them to whole new concepts such as critical
thinking, argumentation, objective and subjective views, and the other
academic terms teachers take for granted. Rubrics offer a way for us
to pinpoint problems in communication and deal with them until we
are sure that our students are actually speaking the same language we
arc. Then we can communicate our expectations in ways that go
beyond merely knowing the content of the class, especially if the
rubrics are discussed or even constructed (see Chapter 4) in class.

Such “translation™ 1s not mere hand holding, because we cannot
always assume that students will be able to figure these things out
“on their own.” The truth is, they never did it “on their own.” Some
students arrive with that knowledge already in place because of a
privileged upbringing or education. Many of those who are now
arriving 1n our classes lack that privileged past. Failing to address
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this reality by keeping assignments vague and failing to spell out
what we mean by the academic terms we use benetits those who have
already had the advantage of growing up in college-educated house-
holds or attending preparatory schools. Pretending all students are
starting from the same point does not assure equity in the classroom;
it simply privileges those who were privileged alrcady.

Few of us would ignore such inequity deliberately, but we may do
so unthinkingly or accidentally. Rubrics certainly are not the only
way to address these inequities, nor are they a panaceca. However,
they can and should be a major component in the ongoing effort to
create more equitable classrooms.

Conclusion

Why use rubrics? This chapter provided six key reasons for con-
structing and using rubrics in our classrooms:

e Rubrics provide timely feedback.

¢ Rubrics prepare students to use detailed feed back.
e Rubrics encourage critical thinking.

e Rubrics facilitate communication with others.

e Rubrics help us refine our teaching methods.

e Rubrics level the playing field.

The incredibly useful and flexible rubric accomplishes many
objectives for our own classes as well as for our students’ overall uni-
versity experience. In the next chapter, we will describe in detail how
to construct a rubric from the assignment in our syllabus to 1ts final
form.
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HOW TO CONSTRUCT A RUBRIC

Constructing yvour first rubric may seem daunting. Time consuming
too. In this chapter, we will share some ways to make constructing
useful, high-quality rubrics easier and faster.

First, we remind ourselves that rubric construction gets ecasier
with time, partly because we get better at it and also because we
often find oursclves revising rubrics we created for other, similar
assignments. One shorteut to creating your first rubrics is to adapt
the model rubrics provided in the appendix of this book and at
http://styluspub.com/resources/introductiontorubrics.aspx to serve
vour needs.

Second, we break the task down into four key stages. These four
stages apply whether you choose to revise an existing rubric or con-
struct your own from scratch.

Four Key Stages in Constructing a Rubric

Whether you choose to construct your own rubric from scratch by
yourself, with teaching assistants, with colleagues, or even with stu-
dents (see Chapters 4 and 5), four basic stages are involved in con-
structing any rubric regardless of the number of people participating:

Stage 1: Reflecting. In this stage, we take the time to reflect on
what we want from the students, why we created this assignment,
what happened the last time we gave it, and what our
expectations are.

Stage 2: Listing. In this stage, we focus on the particular details of
the assignment and what specific learning objectives we hope to
see in the completed assignment,

Stage 3: Grouping and Labeling. In this stage, we organize the
results of our reflections in Stages 1 and 2, grouping similar
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expectations together in what will probably become the rubric
dimensions.

Stage 4: Application. In this stage, we apply the dimensions and
descriptions from Stage 3 to the final form of the rubric, using the
grid formats shown in Chapter 1 or in the appendix.

In this chapter, we will show each step in each stage of rubric con-
struction in detail, using examples from both a freshman core course
and a graduate seminar. We do this to show how rubrics are drawn
from and integral to our overall teaching goals and methods of
instruction and to suggest some of the adaptations that may be neces-
sary in different disciplines and at different levels of higher education.

Stage 1: Reflecting
In Stage 1, reflecting, we reflect not only on the assignment but also
on the overall course objectives for this particular class. Moon {1999)
defines reflection simply as a “mental process with purpose and/or
outcome™ (p.5). Whether it is called “reflection™ or something else,
this kind of focused thinking is a part of every discipline. Even though
the way we reflect may be different, the purpose is the same. All of us
journal, meditate, draw mind maps, create outlines, make lists, ana-
lyze data, synthesize results, or engage in any number of personal or
professional forms of reflection. All of us reflect prior to beginning a
scholarly task such writing or creating a new lecture or class plan.

Constructing a rubric requires reflection on our overall class
objectives, the assignment itself, its purposes, the task objectives, and
students’ prior knowledge, as well as our own previous experience
with this type of assignment. The kind of reflection we all already do
is easily adapted to rubric construction.

To begin a fruitful rubric reflection for any level, we have found it
useful to focus on cight questions geared toward focusing our minds
on what we already know but may never have articulated:

1. Why did you create this assignment? Think back to a previous
reflective period, the one you engaged in before or as you wrote
vour syllabus. Is this assignment primarily designed to push the
students to absorb as much content knowledge as possible
(e.g., an exam), to develop a learning skill such as critical
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thinking (e.g., a paper or critique), or to involve students in some
sort of experiential learning (e.g., a lab, workshop, or
performance)?

- Have you given this assigmment or a similar assigmment before?

What happened the last time you gave this or a similar assignment?
What questions did the students ask about this assignment before
and after they completed it? Were you pleased or displeased with
the general result? What particularly satisfactory results can you
recall? What particularly disappointing results can you recall? Are
therc any changes you can make to the task assignment to mprove
your chances of getting the same satisfactory results and avoiding
the same pitfalls?

- How does this assignment relate to the rest of what you are

teaching? In what ways does it relate to other assignments? How
important is it to the completion of future assignments that
students complete this task successfully? How important is it to
vour discipline or their scholarly lives as a whole that they do
well on this assignment?

- What skills will students need to have or develop to successfully

complete this assignment? Do they already have such skills and
need to develop them further, or are they starting from scratch? Is
the class mixed in terms of their existing capabilitics? What, if
anything, do you want to do about their skill levels? Is
demonstrating one or more of these skills more Important to you
than others?

. What exactly is the task assigned? Does it break down into a

variety of different tasks? Are one or more of these component
tasks more important than others? How can/will you explain the
breakdown and nature of these component tasks to the students?

What evidence can students provide in this assignment that would
show they have accomplished what you hoped they would
accomplish when you created the assignment? What different
kinds of evidence might students use to demonstrate their
knowledge and skills?

- What are the highest expectations you have for student

performance on this assignment overall? What does an exemplary
product look like?
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8. What is the worst fulfillment of the assignment you can imagine,
short of simply not turning it in at all? Where have students
fallen short on the completion of similar assignments in the past?
What arc some of the pitfalls you might help your students to
avoid this time?

We find it helps to write down the answers to these questions, but
whether vou do or not, the answers should supply the “big
picture”—that is, the context of the assignment in the larger context
of the class and your overall objectives. The answers should help you
decide what kind of rubric will best serve your nceds and the needs
of your students. They should also help you decide whether you will
construct vour rubric from scratch or whether one of your old
rubrics or a model rubric from this book or elsewhere can be
adapted. These answers should also generate ideas that help you con-
struct a high-quality rubric that communicates your expectarions
clearly ro the students.

Stage 2: Listing

In Stage 2, listing, we turn our attention to describing how to capturc
the details of this assignment. We ask ourselves what specific learning
objectives we hope will be accomplished with the completion of this
assignment. The objectives will vary according to the overall course
objectives, the nature of the task, the grade level of the students, and
our experience in giving and grading this assignment in the past. In
particular, the answers to Questions 4, 5, and 6 regarding skills
required, the exact nature of the task, and the types of evidence of
learning are most often our starting point in generating this list. Your
choice of key questions may vary.

Whichever questions you choose, the answers can be used to create
1 new list of the most important (to you] learning objectives vou
expect students to accomplish by completing the task. As with writing,
lecture preparation, or other scholarly tasks, the initial lists are apt to
be messy accumulations of half-formed and even repetitious ideas to
be refined, reorganized, and probably added to as you progress.

Lists of learning objectives can vary tremendously, even in classes
that seem very similar and that are taught by the same professor. In the
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examples that follow, we have included lists from two rather similar
assignments taught by the same professor: oral presentations compar-
ing and contrasting Japanese and American film versions of World
War II. One of these, however, was a group project for a freshman core
class designed to promote basic academic skills and interdisciplinary
thinking. The other was for individual presentations of a similar topic
n a graduate seminar in history. The learning objectives vary because
of the different grade and skill level of the students, the different for-
mats of the assignments (group and individual), and the long-term
goals of the two classes (skills in the former, content in the latter).

The list of learning objectives for the freshman core class looked
like the list in Figure 3.1. Note that for freshmen, the emphasis is
more on skills than content. As Perry (1970) and others have docu-
mented, students do not necessarily come to College with the skills to
engage in critical thinking. Most also have limited experience with
public speaking, scholarly discussion, or cooperative work. Yet to
succeed in higher education, students need these sets of skills (King &
Kitchener, 1994; Leamnson, 2002). Many new freshmen core classes

Stage 2: Step 1
Freshman Core List of Learning Objectives

Deve @/ﬂ pué fic sped @'ry kills,

Work well z‘oﬁefﬁer as a group.

Learn to organize dnto and build o ﬂ?ﬁf‘mf argument,

Show an awareness of different fpoints of view fncém@‘nﬂ those of the prresenters,

"z{ec%nfze and exprress individua{ binses and| opinions without féz‘ff@ them
dominate or distort the evidence.

?Qecfym‘zc and understand how circumstances and events Jxr,wr'own&ﬁry the creation

of the fitm affect its nature and confent.

Com/’vi@ and. e/%cﬁuefy utilize accurate and apfrropriate evidence f support
all, froints.

Figure 3.1 Stage 2: Listing. Step 1: List learning objectives. List of learning objectives
for oral presentation assignment in a freshman core class at Portland State University.
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Stage 2: Step 1
Graduatc Seminar List of Learning Objectives

Tie the film mm/ys‘fj' into the overall ﬁfj'fory and f;ﬂ'fm’f@mf}@ of
World War 99,

Understand and use basic theories of film as frresen ted in the text
Select or 9@1/6(0/3 o coherent fﬁeory fo further ex/aﬂ:we the film in a focused,

thematic manner.

Understand how this ﬂ’fm compares or con trasts with other /?/mf [ﬂ@fﬂﬂ diseussed
in this c/m'r, mﬁem‘a@ those we have &:ﬁ*em@ SEER,

Include and address other crifiques of this film, whether to agree or disagree,

Present fﬁe results in an o;yam’ze(/ [Qu‘ﬁfr)n mv‘my wéafever’ L*fj'.f,mf or amﬁo m’zfs' are

apfropriate and useful for the benefit of the class,

Figure 3.2 Stage 2: Listing. Step 1: List of learning objectives. Learning objectives
for an oral presentation in a graduate seminar at Portland State University.

like those at Portland State University were, 1n fact, developed in
good part to teach such skills. The list of goals and expectations for
this class shown in Figure 3.1 reflects the emphasis on communica-
tion and critical thinking skills rather than content.

The list of learning objectives for individual presentations in the
graduate seminar was quite different, as shown in Figure 3.2.

The second list is undoubtedly more satistying to the “academic”
in all of us, but comparing it to the list for the freshman core serves
as a reminder of why this list of learning goals is necessary. The pro-
fessor who created both lists not only drew on her experiential
knowledge of student abilities at different levels, her disciplinary
focus, and her theoretical biases within that discipline, but also on
her understanding of her departments (history) or program’s (Fresh-
man Inquiry) objectives. In making her list, she made the difference
crystal clear to herself first, a great asset in making things clear to
students and for assuring that the final rubrics assessed what she
hoped her students would learn in each class.

Once the learning goals have been listed, you can add a descrip-
tion of the highest level of performance vou expect for cach learning
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Stage 2: Step 2
Freshman Core List of Highest Expectations for “Develop Public
Speaking Skills” Learning Objective

Clear infroduction that sets out the thesis and organization of the whole fresentation.
Mm‘nfm'mﬂm/ eye contact,

Br}@ /;nyu@e Is expressive and. Z:/a/om/m’m te,

\S’/vméy ﬁ?w/@; and. y@w@ eno.;yé fo be caj‘:'/y understood,

Modulates voice ?:mﬁ fy and fone Jr/’o/’:am/ﬁm'afeéy; does not drone,

Uses humor and stovies that relate o the fo/a;’c to liven upp presentation,
Does not fumble with the overhead or [rrofector.

Not too many words on the overhead or Power Coint frojection.
Cm/affom‘ af overhead or CowerPoint show @y issues and themes,
Handouts are clear

Hoandouts show éf:’ij issues and themes,

Figure 3.3  Stage 2: Listing. Step 2: List of highest expectations. List of highest
expectations for public speaking skills learning objective in a freshman inquiry
class at Portland State University.

goal. These will later contribute to the “Descriptions of Dimensions™
on the finished rubric. Like the objectives themsclves, these descrip-
tions also articulate the individual, disciplinary, and departmental
objectives of the class. For example, Figure 3.3 presents the sct of
descriptions of the highest level performance of the “Develop public
speaking skills” objective for the Freshman Inquiry group project.

There was no similar list of communication skills for the graduate
seminar. Graduate students were expected to demonstrate decent
communication and critical thinking skills, and thesc were therefore
integrated into more content-focused learning objectives such as the
“Tie the film analysis into the overall history and historiography of
World War II”, as shown in Figure 3.4.

Sometimes at this stage, rather than making lists, we use Post-
its™. The ideas that would have been listed are now separated. We
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Stage 2: Step 2

Graduate Seminar List of Highest Expectations for “Tie the Film
Analysis into the Overall History and Historiography of World
War II” Learning Objective

The major historical issue(s) addvessed @ the film are recggm’ze&/ and. c[aar@;
articulnted.

Al wmaior scholarly thearies regarding his ivsue are arliculated and the speaker
¥ cgaraing i

takes a stand one wa W or another.

The _vﬁeﬁ ker maéej' it clear what theories most a;%cfegf her or his a/?/amac[?
{o the film,

The data introduced are accurate, appropriate, and, if confroversial] defended.

Figurc 3.4 Stage 2: Listing. Step 2: List of highest expectations. List of highest
expectations for the history and historiography learning goal for an oral
presentation in a graduate seminar at Portland State University.

put one idea or performance description on cach Post-it™. These lists
and/or Post-its™ often wind up stuck all over the office in little
clumps of related ideas. The Post-its™ will give us the flexibility to
move the ideas around when we begin grouping similar ideas
together in the next stage. After listing or writing ideas on Post-its,
we color code similar ideas. Color coding helps, although by the end
our offices sometimes become so festooned with paper chains that we
wonder if the holidays have come early. Cutting and pasting on the
computer is tidier and works well for the more virtual minded.

At the end of Stage 2, vou will have vour overall learning objec-
tives listed for the assignment, and under each objective you will also
have a list that describes what the highest performance expectations
for that particular learning objective are.

Stage 3: Grouping and Labeling

In Stage 3, grouping and labeling, we group similar performance
expectations together and create labels for cach group. We start with
the final lists of highest performance expectations that we completed in
Stage 2. We read through this list of performance expectations carefully
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and begin to group together items that we think are related. We
begin to construct groups of similar performance expectations such
as organization, context, analysis, and presentation. This is inevitably
a back-and-forth process in which existing groups suggest other
groups that make up the overall assignment, while groups, once cre-
ated, may result in idecas that went together under learning goals
being reassigned to different groups. We often find that some perfor-
mance expectations do not neatly fit in one group. When this hap-
pens to us, we construct an entirely new group of these related per-
formance expectations.

Once the performance descriptions are in groups of similar skills,
we read them and start to find out what is common across the group
and label it. These labels will ultimately become our dimensions on
the rubric, so its important to keep them clear and neutral. We try to
limit them to a single word, such as “Organization,” “Analysis,” or
“Citations.”

In the case of the freshman core rubric, for example, most of the
performance expectations listed in the “Develop public speaking
skills™ objective were grouped together in a category labeled “Presen-
tation.” However, the need for clear overheads, PowerPoints, or
handouts also found their way into the “Organization™ category,
because caption selection and other aspects of creating visual aids
involve developing an organizational framework. The need for a
clear introduction that sets the thesis for the whole presentation
might also have gone into the “Organization” category, but in the
end it was considered sufficiently important to merit a group of its
own labeled “Introduction.” Thus, the original list of public speak-
ing skills for the freshman core class wound up in three different
groups as shown in Figure 3.5,

At the end of Stage 3, you will have all of the performance
expectations related to your learning objectives now regrouped into
new groups with labels. The original learning objectives, of course,
will be hidden in your rubric but expressed through the individual
descriptions of the performance expectations. The performance
expectations related to cach learning objective will have been sepa-
rated into more familiar component skills such as “Organization,”

N

“Presentation,” and “Introduction,” which will become the dimen-

sions of your new rubric.
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Stage 2: Step 2 Group (Dimension) 1: Presentation
Freshman Core List of Highest 4 T
Expectations for “Develop Public

Speaking Skills™ Learning Objective /

{ Maintains good cye contact.
Body language is expressive &
appropriate.

Speaks loudly & slowly cnough to be

Clear introduction that sets out the

thesis and organization of the whole { easily understood.
presentation. Modulates voice quality & tone
= / appropriately.
Maintains good eye contact. pproprid it ;
' Does not fumble with the overhead
Body language 1s expressive and i or projector.
appropriate. /
/
Speaks ! g Jowly g . 5 : ..
Spe 1]\‘? loudly and slowly enough to : » Group (Dimension) 2: Organization
be casily understood. SEL
_ . ; \ Captions of overhead or PowerPoint
Modulates voice quality and tone 4 : o -
) : show kev issucs and themes.
appropriately: does not drone. \ el o
: : ' Handouts are clear.
Uses humor and stories that relate to "‘-\ Handouts show key issues and themes.
the topic to liven up presentatior. '\ Uses humor and stories that relate to

- : the topic to llustrate, suppc r, and
Docs not fumble with the overhead , lhe opic to illu ate; SUPE ort, al

: L liven up presentation.
Or Projector, \ ¥en Up prestntatic

Nort too many words on the

overhead or PowerPoint projection. Group (Dimension) 3: Introduction
Captions on overhead or PowerPoint Clear introduction that scts out the
show kev issues and themes thesis and organization of the whole

p]‘r—:sentarion.

Figure 3.5 Stage 3: Grouping and Labeling. List of highest expectations moved
into three groups that become rubric dimensions.

Stage 4: Application

In Stage 4: Application, we cransfer our lists and groupings to a rubric
grid. The labels for the groups of performance expectations now
become the dimensions of the rubric and are placed in the left column

of the rubric grid, while many of our earlier lists of learning and task
objectives find their way into the descriptions of the highest level of
performance for each dimension. In the case of the graduate seminar,

the process stopped there with the creation of a scoring guide rubric.

Construction of a Scoring Guide Rubric

In the case of the graduate seminar described earlier, the professor
decided to create a scoring guide rubric rather than a three-to-five-
level rubric. A scoring guide rubric lists only one set of criteria: the
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highest possible performance for each category. Individualized notes
then tell students how completely they did or did not meet thar crite-
rion. Scoring guide rubrics require more grading time than three-to-
five-level rubrics, but they are still faster to use for feedback than
handwritten notes because we can reference what was left out without
having to rewrite it each and every time. Scoring guide rubrics work
best for assignments in which students are allowed greater flexibility
of approach; in this case, they had the option of focusing on film the-
ory or historical theory. For this reason, these theoretical frameworks
were grouped together under the “Context™ category, although they
had originally been quite separate in terms of learning goals. The nced
to discuss the historical issues addressed by the film (it was a history
class, after all) regardless of the theoretical approach found its way
into both the “Introduction” category and the “Evidence” dimension.

Scoring guide rubrics provide greater flexibility of response and can
make grading something that is happening rapidly (like an oral presen-
tation) more organized and casier and quicker to grade when the work
is good; they therefore fulfill most of the highest expectations spelled
out in the scoring guide rubric. Scoring guide rubrics do not, however,
save much time when dealing with a student who has to be given more
explicit feedback to be successtul the next time (sec Chapter 6 on grad-
ing using scoring guide rubrics). Of course, sometimes just a simple
“see me” encourages the student to seck the more elaborate feedback
trom the professor. Figure 3.6 on page 40 illustrates the finished scor-
ing guide rubric used to grade the graduate seminar presentations.

Construction of a Three-to-Five-Level Rubric

Unlike the graduate students in the seminar, the professor decided
that the students in the freshman class needed a clearer description of
what constituted less than exemplary performances, partly in order
to know what to avoid and partly to allow her to avoid lengthy writ-
ten notes. She therefore decided on a three-level rubric with check
boxes. A rubric with check boxes simply means breaking down the
descriptions of dimensions into individual parts and including a box
() to check off beside each; this allows us to more accurately pin-
point strengths and weaknesses and show the student how he or she
may actually incorporate bits of all three levels in one dimension.
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As we noted in Chapter 1, labeling the levels on the scale can be a
delicate matter. We need to be clear about expectations and about
failures as well as successes, yet we also try to avoid overly negative
or competitive labels. These can discourage students. We have found
that the best way to avoid overly negative scale labels is to remember
that one major purpose of our rubric is to demonstrate for our stu-
dents the steps toward an exemplary performance. In the case of the
three-level rubric for the Freshman Inquiry group project, the profes-
sor considered the following options

* Exemplary, competent, beginning
 Proficient, intermediate, novice

* Exemplary, competent, not yet competent
* Excellent, good, developing

® 1.2, 3

* Strong, satisfactory, weak

Eventually she settled on “Exemplary,” “Competent,” and “Develop-
ing” as the labels for each level of performance and placed these on
the horizontal upper bar of the grid. Then, using her lists and groups
from Stage 3, grouping and labeling, she added the “Dimensions” to
the vertical side of the grid. Finally, she inserted the descriptions of
the highest level of performance in each dimension to the appropriate
place in the “Exemplary” column of the grid. The initial grid is
shown in Figure 3.7 on page 42.

To complete the grid and the descriptions of the other levels, we
find it easiest to fill in the lowest performance descriptions next.
Becausc they are the lowest task expectations, these descriptions are
often simply the negation of the exemplary task description, in which
case, we can actually cut and paste the exemplary description and
then edit it accordingly. In other cases, however, the lowest perfor-
mance description is not a direct opposite, but a list of the typical
mistakes that we have seen students commit over the vears. It is sadly
casy to define a very low performance.

This was certainly the case with the Freshman Inquiry rubric. In
fact, it looked like Figure 3.8 on page 43, once the “Developing”
descriptions of each dimension were filled in.
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Rubric for Film Presentation

Task Description: Working in groups of four or five, students will develop and present to the class an
analysis of a Japanese movice aboutr World War 11, This analysis should go beyond a simple synopsis of the

movie to discuss how well or poorly the film re
expected to do additional research to develop this presentation an

flects a particular point of view about the war. You are
d to usc visual aids of some sort. All

group members are expected to participate in the presentation.

Exemplary

Competent

Developing

Individual
presentations

1 The presearer spoke clearly, slowly,
and Toudly enough to be heard without
shouting, modularing voice tone and
quality.

1 The presenter used expressive,
appropriare body langnage and
maintained eye contact with the
audience.

1 The presenter used all the time allowed
but did nor speak oo long,

1 The presenter used humor and
ancedotes appropriately o liven up
and illustrate the presentation,

I The presenter or an assistant
| competently handled the equipment.

Group work

| J'The presenration allowed each member
ar cqual upportunity to shine.

2 The individual presenrations follewed
one another in a wav that promated a
logical discussion of the tapic, and
connections berween mdividual
presentations were clearly shown,

2 Group members treated each other
with courtesy and respect.

T The technologics used to lustrate and
assist the presenration were
appropriate and comperently handled
without any fumbling.

Inrroduction

1 The thesis is clearly srated ar the
heginning and carried through in the
rest of the presentation,

2 The topics 1o be covered are mtroduced
and the direction the overall
prescntation will take is made clear.

Individual
arganization

1 The individual presentation was well
preanized in irself with an introducrion,
hody, and conclusion.

1 That organization was emphasized and
made clear to the audience through the
use of appropriately captioned
Powerlaints, overheads, or handouts.

[ndividual
content

 Facrs and examples were detailed,
accurate, and appropriate

1 Theories referenced were accurately
deseribed and appropriately used.

2 Analvses. discussions, and conclusions
were explicitly linked ro examples,

| facts, and theorics,

Figure 3.7 Three-level rubric with check boxes. The scales have been defined

and the description

of the highest level of performance for each dimension have been filled in.



HOW TO CONSTRUCT A RUBRIC 43

Rubric for Film Presentation

Task Description: Working in groups of four or five, students will develop and present to the class an
analysis of a Japanese movie about World War [1. This analysis should go beyond a simple synopsis of the
movie to discuss how well or poorly the film reflects a particular point of view about the war. You are
expected to do additional research to develop this presentation and to use visual aids of some sort. All
group members are expected to participate in the presentation.

Exemplary

Competent

Developing

Individual
presentations

d The presenter spoke clearly, slowly,
and loudly enough to be heard without
shouting, modulating voice tone and
quality.

A The presenter used expressive,
appropriate body language and
maintained eve contact wich the
audience.

1 The presenter used all the time allorred
but did net speak too long.

- The presenter used humor and
anecdotes appropriately to liven up
and illustrare the presentation.

- The presenter or an assistant
competently handled the equipment.

CGroup work

Introduction

2 The presenter mumbled, spoke too fast
or teo slow, whispered or shouted, or
droned o the point where intelligibility
was compromised.

1 The presenter fidgered, remained rigid,
aever looked at the audience, or
engaged in other body language that
distracted seriously from the content,

- The presenter barely used the time
allotted or used much too much time.

1 The lack of humor and anecdotes
made the presentation dull,

d There was a lot of fumbling with the
equipment that could have been
prevented with a hittle practice,

i The presentation allowed each memhber
an equal opportunity o shine,

- 'The individual presentacions followed
one another in a way thar ])rtmwl't‘d a
lopical discussion of the topic, and
connections between individual
presentations were clearly shown.

d Group members treated cach other
with courtesy and respect,

d The technologies used o illustrare and
assist the presentation were
appropriate and competently handled
withour any fumbling.

3 The presentation was seriously
unbalanced so that one or a {ew people
dominated or carried the ball,

- There was little if any evident logic in
how the individual presentations
{ollowed one another, and the
connections between individual
presentations were unclear,

- Group members showed little respeet
0Or C(]LITTCS'\_' r[)\\'i'{l'd one ﬂﬂ()rh(“]'.

d The technologies used to illustrate and
JSSiSE []]C P.ECSCI][E:H[O]) WOTE LINTICUUSSAT Y,
clumsy, and accompanied by too much
fumbling with the equipment,

 The thesis is clearly stared ar the
beginning and carried through in the
rest of the presentation,

1 The topics to be covered are introduced
and the direction the overall
presentation will take is made clear.

A The thesis is unclear, unstated, and nec
evident in the rest of the presentation,
which is about something else.

A There is no indication of what topics
will be covered or whart direction that
coverage will rake,

Individual
organization

A The individual presentation was well
organized in itself with an introduction,
body, and conclusion,

- That organization was cmphasized and
made clear to the audience through che
use of appropriately captioned
PowcerPoines, overheads, or handouts.

Individual
Content

A Facts and examples were detailed,
accurate, and appropriate

d Theories referenced were accurarely
described and appropriately used.

J Analvses, discussions, and conclusions
were explicitly linked to examples,
facrs, and theories.

A The presentation rambled with little
evidence of an introduction, body, or
conclusion,

A PowerPoints, nverheads, or handouts
either were not used or did nor assist
the audience in following the
organization m any significant way.

 Facrs and examples were seriously
lacking in derail, inaccurare, or
Inappropriate.

2 Theorics referenced were inaccurately
deseribed and mappropriately used or
not referenced or used at all,

- There is no clear connection between
analyses, discussions, and examples,
facts, and theories.

Figure 3.8 Three-level rubric with check boxes. The descriptions of the highest and lowest

levels of performance for each dimension have been filled in.
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Once this was done, filling in the middle level became a matter of
distinguishing between the two; this is a bit more difficult when work-
ing with more levels, but even then, we have found that working from
the outside in is the best method. Three level rubrics are relatively
easy to construct. The middle level usually contains elements of both
sides and some statements of degree of success or achievement. For
example, in the Freshman Inquiry group presentation rubric, the pro-
fessor differentiated between lapses that affected comprehensibility
and those that did not. The result is shown in Figure 3.9 below.

Conclusion

Constructing rubrics using this four-stage approach does not require
learning any new skills or procedures. It simply systematizes how we
use the skills and talents that made us academics in the first place,

Rubric for Film Presentation

Task Description: Working in groups of four or five, students will develop and present to the class an
analysis of a Japanese movie about World War 11. This analysis should go beyond a simple synopsis of the
movie to discuss how well or poorly the film reflects a particular point of view about the war. You are
expected to do additional research to develop this presentation and to use visual aidy of some sort. All
group members are expected to participate in the presentation.

Exemplary

Competent

Developing

Individual
presentations

J The presenter spoke clearly,
slowly, and loudly encugh to
be heard without shouting,
modulating voice tone and
qualiry.

1 The presenter used expressive,
appropriate hody language
and mamtained eve contact
with the audience.

d The presenter used all the time
allotred bur did not speak oo
long.

A The presenter used humor and
ancedotes appropriately to
liven up and illostrate the
presentation.

d The presenter was understood
bur mumbled, spoke too fast
or tao slow, whispered,
shouted, or droned;
intelligihility, however, was
not compromsed.

4 The presenter’s body language
did ner distract significantly,
but the presenter fidgeted,
remained rigid, never looked
at the audience, or engaged in
other inappropriate body
language.

A The presenrer’s ciming was
oo long or too bricl,

4 Humor and ancedotes were
used, but they were over- or
underused to liven up or
illustrate the presentation.

_ Fquipment was used bur there
was some fumbling alchough
not 1o the point where it
seriously distracred from the
presentation.

A The presenter mumbled, spoke
oo fast ar ton slow, whispered
or shoured, or dromed to the
point where intelligihility was
compromiscd.

4 The presenter fidgered,
remained rigid, never looked
at the andience, or engaged in
other hody language that
distracted seriously from rhe
Content,

A The presenter barely nsed the
rime allotred or used much
too much time.

4 'The lack of humor and
ancedores made the
presentation dull.

- There was a lot of lumbling
with the equipment that could
have been prevented with a
little pracrice.

Figure 3.9

Three-level rubric. All descriptions of dimensions completed.



Exemplary Competent Developing

J The presentation was scriousls
unbalanced so that one or a

d The presentation was
unbalanced in the way time or

Group work | 0 The presenter or an assistant

comperently handled the

equipment.

A The presentation allowed cach
member an equal opportunity
to shine,

A The individual presentations
followed one another in a way
that promoted a logical
discussion of the topic, and
connections between
mdividual presentations were
clearly shown.

A Group members treared each
other with courtesy and respect.

A 'The technologies used Lo
illustrate and assist the
presentation were appropriate
and comperently handled
withour any fumbling.

COTITENT Was ﬂ‘i.‘\"ignﬁ'l.{ o
members.

A The individual presentations

followed one another in a way
that mostly promoted a logical
discussion of the ropic, bur

connections beeween mdividual

presentations were not clearly
shown, or the presentation lost
dircction from time to rime for
other reasons.

- Group members mostly treated

each other with courtesy and
respect, but there were lapses
where members were not
listening to each other.

d Technologies were used to

lustrate and assist the
presentation: however, some
were off topic, unnecessary,
or accompanied by too much
fumbling.

few people dominated or
carried the hall.

I There was little if any evident

4

1

logic in how the individual
presentations {ollowed one
another, and cthe connections
hetween individual
presentations were unclear,
Group members showed little
respect or courtesy foward
one another.

The technologies used to
Hlustrate and assist the
Presentation were unnecessary,
clumsy, and accompanied by
too much fumbling.

Intraducrion

A The thesis is clearly stated ar
the beginning and carried
through in che rest of the
presentation,

- The tapics to be covered are
introduced and the direction
the overall presentation will
take 15 made clear.

3 The thesis emerges from the

presentation but is either
unclear, unstared, or not
stated directly.

d A clear thesis is stared. but it
is not carried through in the
presentation.,

- Topics to be covered and the
direction the presentation will
take are stated, but they are
not the topics covered or the
direction acrually taken.

The thesis is unclear,
unstated, and not evident in
the rest of the presencation,
which is about somerhing else,

There is no indication of what
ropics will be covered or whar
direcrion that coverage will
Lake,

Individual
nrganization

J The individual presentation
was well organized in irself
with an introduction, body,
and conclusion,

- That organization was
emphasized and made clear to
the audience through the use
of appropriatcly captinned
PowerlPoints, overheads, or
handouts.

2 The individual presentation

wis mostly well organized,
but there were problems wirth
the introduction, body, or
comclusion.

d The presenter used

PowerPomts, overheads, or
handouts, but these were too
waordy or too vague w help
the audience follow che

|

The presentation rambled
with little evidence of an
intraduction, hody, or
conclusion.

Powerloints, overheads, or
handouts either were not used
or did not assist the audience
in following the organization
inany significant way,

Organization.
Individual J Facts and examples were J Facts and examples were d Facrs and examples were
content detailed, accurate, and mostly detailed, accurate, and seriously lacking in detail,

appropriate

A Theories referenced were
accurarely described and
apprapriately used.

- Analyses, discussians, and
conclusions were explicitly
linked to examples, facts, and
theories.

appropriate, but there were
lapses.

Jd Theories were referenced bur
thev were cither not accurately

described or not appropriately
used.

A The connection between

analyses, discussions, and
conclusions is evident or
implied, but it is not cxplicitly
linked to examples, facts, and
theorics.

-

Imaccurate, or inappropriate.
Theories referenced were
inaccuracely deseribed and
inappropriately used or not
referenced or used arall.
There is no clear connection
berween analyses, discussions,
and examples, facts, and
theories.

Figure 3.9

Continued
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from reflecting to listing to categorizing and applying. The use of
these skills helps us create a grading tool, the rubric, that is advanta-
geous to both teachers and students. By using the stages in this chap-
ter, we can eventually streamline the process of rubric creation.

As is the case with creating syllabi and other teaching tools, most
of us find that after constructing our first few rubrics, we begin to sce
that what initially seemed a time-consuming addition to our sched-
ules becomes a real time-saver. In addition, we recognize that rubrics
help us give more feedback, more consistently, with many more
opportunities for all students to not only understand but to meet our
expectations. In Chapter 4, we discuss the benefits and challenges of
including others in this rubric construction process.





