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In the field of education, the concept of rubrics frequently arises. An informal survey of educators shows that 50% of them use rubrics at least one time per six weeks. So what are rubrics? Where did they come from? How are they set up? What are the problems with using them? What is the best way to use them? To answer these questions, we first need to look at the origin of the rubric.


In 1912, Ernest C. Noyes (as cited in Turley & Gallagher, 2008) stated that a "new science of education based upon exact measurement and judgment by ascertained facts" (p. 88) was needed. He claimed educators were swayed too much by their own personal opinions when evaluating compositions to be able to give a clear-cut and decisive score. He argued for an objective measurement system that would mean the same thing to everyone who scored a project and would eliminate the subjective aspect of scoring. Enter the rubric.


A rubric is merely a scoring tool used to evaluate a particular project, essay, paper, speech, or collaborative activity. Rubrics clearly establish what students need to know about the criteria and quality of a given assignment. Popham (1997) says rubrics are "scoring guides used to evaluate the quality of students' constructed responses . . ." (p. 72). Goodrich (1997) argues rubrics articulate "gradations of quality for each criterion, from excellent to poor" (p. 14). Moskal (2000) states that if educators develop a "pre-defined scheme for the evaluation process, the subjectivity involved in evaluating . . . becomes more objective" (p. 1). Kan (2007) believes rubrics are scoring guidelines which typically have three parts: the performance criteria, the performance level, and the definition of the performance across a scale level. However you define it, the term rubric is a hot topic right now. 

When designing rubrics, teachers need to decide which type to use: holistic or analytic. According to Gallavan and Kottler (2009), holistic rubrics give an outline or general idea of the entire learning process to be evaluated and describe the concepts related to the learning targets. Analytic rubrics identify the precise outcomes required for the project, list various formats for demonstrating learning, and provide specific details pertaining to such.

The actual components of a rubric are fairly straightforward. Goodrich (1997) suggests a good rubric lists the criteria to be evaluated in the left-hand column. Each criterion should tie into the learning target and be observable and measurable. If desired, criteria related to "presentation style and effectiveness, the mechanics of written pieces, and the quality . . ." (Goodrich, 1997, p. 14) of the piece itself may be included. Moskal (2003) cautions educators to use language that is "fair and free from bias" (p.5). Be very precise when creating the evaluation criteria. Montgomery (2000) suggests you avoid vague and nonspecific words such as "creative, interesting, and boring" (p. 27) because they could be interpreted differently by various people. The goal is to have a precise measuring tool which clearly spells out what should be included. This helps ensure that whoever evaluates the project arrives at the same or nearly the same score as everyone else, thus demonstrating reliability (Andrade, 2005).

 The columns to the right articulate and explain the gradations of quality for each criterion. Educators may choose to use numerical gradations (i.e. 3, 2, 1, 0), alphabetical scores (i.e. A, B, C, D, or F), or use words and phrases (i.e. Superior, Above Standard, At Standard, Below Standard). Mertler (2001) cautions teachers not to assume that a grade of "4" out of "8" equals a 50 percent. There should be gradations built into the rubric. For instance, a score of 8 or 7 would be an A+ or an A, a 6 or 5 would be a B+ or a B, and so on. 

However a rubric is weighted, students should be able to tell at a glance what elements are expected to be in their project to demonstrate the highest level of mastery. 
Yoshina and Harada (2007) suggest teachers should solicit student input before and during the creation of the scoring rubric. They claim "students who are involved in the process of creating a rubric have a better understanding of what must be done to reach expectations" (Yoshina & Haranda, 2007, p. 11). Educators should expect their students to learn to recognize and strive for quality in their own work. Whichever evaluative gradation you choose, Tierney and Simon (2004) caution teachers to include "exemplars or clear indicators, and . . . consistent descriptions of performance criteria as well as explicitly stated attributes" (p. 9). This ensures students have the chance to build upon and adjust their learning to display proficiency of the learning target.
While there are numerous positive reasons to implements rubrics in the classroom, teachers need to be aware of the flaws associated with rubric development. One common flaw is “task-specific evaluative criteria” (Popham, 1997, p. 73). Rubrics should not focus on task-specific criteria but should contain evaluative criteria that are used to judge a student's performance. The criteria should be instructionally relevant and should guide the teacher in designing lessons. The lesson should follow criteria development.  
The second flaw commonly seen is evaluative criteria that are excessively general. Evaluative criteria should provide teachers and students with cues about what is significant in a student’s response (Popham, 1997). In an effort to avoid using a “dichotomous (negative/positive) tone” (Tierney & Simon, 2004, p. 7) which leans toward a yes/no or right/wrong feel and is confusing to learners, rubrics should maintain a positive tone throughout. 

The third common flaw is an excessively long rubric (Popham, 1997). To benefit classroom assessment and improve the caliber of instructional activities, rubrics must not be overly detailed or excessively long. When this occurs, teachers become enmeshed in the minutiae of a project and miss the big picture.

The fourth flaw is “Equating the test of the skill with the skill itself” (Popham, 1997, p. 74). Performance tests represent skills, and the students need to be taught how to master the skill, not just the assessment. Or, to put it another way, teachers should know better than to teach to the test. Students need to be taught how to think, reason, and solve problems to demonstrate mastery of a wide-range of skills.
Once teachers know how to design a rubric and avoid the flaws, they are ready to allow the students to utilize it. Students need to learn how to self-assess using whichever scoring tool has been created in order to revise and expand upon their original ideas by taking feedback and integrating it into their project. Andrade (2007) posits that rubrics can be informative and evaluative if students are taught to use them correctly. They can give students "important guidelines without constraining creativity and can be a boon to self-assessment (Andrade, 2007, p. 61). Since the information garnered is formative, students "assess works in progress to find ways to improve their performance" (Andrade, 2007, p. 60). Andrade, Du, and Wang (2008) conducted an experiment with 116 elementary school-aged volunteers. They concluded ". . . students ought to be actively engaged in critiquing sample pieces in writing, in thinking together about the criteria that are in the rubrics by which their writing will be evaluated, and in self-assessment of their works in progress" (Andrade, Du, & Wang, 2008, p. 9).
Gallavan and Kottler (2009) offer the following seven steps to develop a culture of learning in the classroom which emphasizes the positive aspects of rubrics: 1) Preview the curriculum and instruction with the students; 2) Provide a variety of assessments/assignments from which to choose relevant to the material; 3) Facilitate conversations by having students brainstorm other assessments/assignments they feel would demonstrate understanding; 4) Prioritize the choices together in class to decide which assessments/assignments are most appropriate for the learning target; 5) Discuss and decide upon the details of the assessments/assignments together in class; 6) Allow students time to self-assess, receive feedback from the teacher, and make revisions; and 7) Reflect upon the collaborative process before going to the next unit. When given “voice, choice, and ownership in their education, … students gain opportunities to strengthen their depth of engagement, expand their breadth of responsibility, and increase their degree of satisfaction” (Gallavan & Kottler, 2009, p. 154). 
Rubrics can be very effective learning tools but only if they give unambiguous and consistent criteria, explicit word choice, and precise descriptions of criteria. While it is true that the development process can be time-consuming and takes considerable effort, rubrics are an excellent way to involve students in their learning. As Yoshina and Haranda (2007) state, “the value of student involvement is immeasurable” (p. 13). Whatever your opinion about rubrics - the good, the bad, or the ugly - they appear to be here to stay. 
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