Term Project Literature Review


Let’s Get Creative

Rubric Workshop
Back in the 70’s a smart individual probably made millions selling a colored cube that drove people crazy.  This was a Rubik’s cube which, according to Wikipedia(2006), is  “a mechanical puzzle invented by the Hungarian sculptor and professor of architecture Ernő Rubik in 1974. It has been estimated that over 100,000,000 Rubik's Cubes or imitations have been sold worldwide.”  When I first began teaching in the late 70’s, a colleague suggested I develop a rubric for scoring my student research papers.  Novice educator that I was, I wondered how in the devil a colorful cube could help me assess student papers.  Later I found out the difference between the toy and the grading tool.  As silly as this scenario seems, assessing student performance can be as frustrating as that mechanical puzzle.  A study of rubrics can help solve the dilemma of assessment by helping us understand what rubrics are, why we should use them, how to create them and how to evaluate their usefulness.  

Research shows that rubrics can be used to help students gain a clear understanding of teacher expectations while enabling a teacher to analyze the students’ work consistently.  They also serve to help delineate between different levels of acceptable and unacceptable performance on several criteria.  “Although the creation of rubrics is initially time-consuming, the gains far outweigh the time and effort this feat requires…the greatest benefit is both two-pronged and powerful: by communicating more effectively with families, educators also satisfy the current public demand for greater transparency in student evaluation”(Shaw, 2004).

Whether the teacher uses the holistic type of rubric or the analytic type of rubric, all stakeholders in the student’s performance can get a clear reading of the level of mastery the student has reached.  This depends on the reliability of the rubric’s design and its adherence to certain rubric guidelines.  

Rubrics are “formally defined as scoring guides, consisting of specific pre-established performance criteria, used in evaluating student work on performance assessments” (Mertler, 2001).  Rubrics basically serve as a guide for grading.  The best part is that rubrics actually make grading easier for the teacher.  Rubrics help the teacher and the students identify exactly what is being assessed.  There are two different kinds of rubrics, analytic and holistic.  An analytic rubric is when the “teacher scores separate, individual parts of the product or performance first, then sums the individual scores to obtain a total score (Moskal,2000; Mertler, 2001). Analytic rubrics tend to be the most common rubrics used by teachers. They “are more common because teachers typically want to access each part separately, particularly for assignments that involve a large number of criteria” (Mueler, 2006).  A holistic rubric “requires the teacher to score the overall process or product as a whole, without judging the components separately” (Mertler, 2001). A holistic rubric is “often used to make quick judgments on smaller tasks such as homework” (Mueller, 2006).  For this reason, it is best to have only a few judgments like “satisfactory, unsatisfactory, and not attempted” (Mueller, 2006) when using a holistic rubric.  Then you can add some descriptors to clarify what it means to be satisfactory, unsatisfactory, or not attempted.  

Descriptors are helpful in that they “spell out what is expected of students at each level of performance for each criterion and they tell students more precisely what performance looks like at each level and how their work may be distinguished from the work of others for each criterion” (Mueller, 2006).  These two rubrics are used in different types of assessments, but “all rubrics have two features in common: (1) a list of criteria, or ‘what counts’ in a project or assignment; and (2) graduations of quality, with descriptions of strong, middling, and problematic student work” (Andrade, 2000).  


Rubrics can help teachers and students.  Rubrics can “help teachers justify to parents and others the grades that they assign to students” (Andrade, 2000).  For instance, if a parent or principal comes to you and asks why the student received a certain grade, then the teacher can pull out the rubric and explain why points were deducted or given.  Rubrics break down the grading criterion for the teacher and they can focus on specific areas if additional instruction is needed.  Rubrics benefit the student too.  Students are able to see the teacher’s expectations for the assignment.  This helps the students when they are in class and at home.  Another great benefit of rubrics is that they “provide students with more informative feedback about their strengths and areas in need of improvement than traditional forms of assessment” (Andrade, 2000).  Rubrics pinpoint how the student performed in each graded criterion, so adjustments can be made where needed.  
         A rubric also allows parents to see what is expected from the student.  “Communicating effectively with families regarding assessment of student assignments can alleviate some of the confusion parents experience in understanding what is expected in their children's assignments. It might also satisfy the public's need for greater accountability in programs being offered in schools” (Shaw 2004).  With better understanding of assignment requirements, parents can help their children achieve success in their courses.  When teachers make their expectations clear through the rubric, students as well as parents can feel less frustration over projects and student performance. 

In “Using Rubrics to Promote Thinking and Learning,” Andrade explains these seven easy steps to make a rubric.  

1. “Look at models.”  This would include showing the students a very good project verses a lacking project.  This allows the students to see what an A actually looks like.

2. “List criteria.”  Make a list of what counts on the project; is it sentence structure, punctuation, descriptive details, etc?  Rubrics “often draw on the language in the teacher’s assignments, comments on students’ papers, or handouts intended to help students complete an assignment” (Walvoord& Anderson, 1998)

3. “Pack and Unpack Criteria.”  Go back and review the criteria you listed and see if anything overlaps or you may find something you left out.  Try to make clear distinctions between each criterion, if you can not do this, then the criteria probably overlaps too much.

4. “Articulate levels of quality.”  Decide on different levels of quality for each criterion. The rubric needs to include descriptors that explain each graded criteria.  For instance, to receive maximum credit for spelling, the essay must contain 2 or fewer spelling errors.  

5. “Create a draft rubric.”  Just like the students, first drafts usually need some adjustments.  Make a rough draft and expect to make changes.

6. “Revise the draft.” Go back and read over your criteria and the levels of quality.  Look to see if more explanation is needed, adjust the points, separate overlapping criteria. 

     Some teachers use a five step process that follows the same general pattern.  Walter McKenzie's pattern is different in that he does not include the drafting as a separate step in the process.  His steps are as follows: 
“1.  State the Lesson Objective. State the objective in concrete terms, clearly   
       identifying the task learners need to accomplish. A rubric invites teachers to   

       construct assessment tasks that aren't looking for a single right answer. It allows 
       students to perform at higher levels of thinking.

2.  Design an Assessment Task. Craft an assessment task that will follow through on 
      your objectives intent. Create tasks consistent with the lesson objective.

3.  Develop a Set of Observable, Measurable Criteria. With the objective and   

     assessment task in place, you are now ready to develop criteria for assessing   

     students' work products. These criteria should be general enough to apply to a 
     range of products but specific enough that everyone can agree on their meaning.   

4. Identify Levels of Success for the Criteria. A three-point rubric is always popular because it provides basic levels of success: unsatisfactory, satisfactory, and exemplary. A four-point scale gives your rubric a greater sensitivity to degrees of student success: unsatisfactory, satisfactory, exemplary, and exceptional. The more levels you build in, the more sophisticated your rubric will be.
5. Craft Exemplars for Each Criterion. To make the rubric a truly objective instrument, exemplars are a must. They should state the degrees of success for each criterion. Share it with your students before they begin their assessment task so that they will know the standards they are working to meet and exceed. In this way, it becomes more than just another assessment tool. Your rubric actually becomes a key component in your instruction.” (McKenzie, 2003).
      Finally, the rubric must be evaluated as to its effectiveness in measuring student mastery of the learning that was targeted for the project or assignment. An easy way to assess your rubric is to have a fellow teacher review it.  Ask the reviewer to look for overlapping and clear descriptors.  It would be best to have a teacher of the same subject review your rubric since they are more familiar with the grading criteria.  In addition, Students are a great way to assess rubrics.  Ask the students if the grading criterion was clear?  Ask the students if the levels of quality are distinct?  Ask the students if anything needs to be added or considered?  This feedback will help the teacher know if the rubric is getting its point across.  If you can hand back a graded assignment and a person other than you can come up with a similar score, then the rubric is effective.  In addition, if a student can look at their graded assignment and explain what they did well and what needs work, then the rubric is effective. 
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