The Use of Rubrics

In almost all courses, professors grade student work.  Marking allows the students and the professor to assess how well the students are mastering the course content. Evaluation strategies should ALWAYS be tied to the learning outcome being measured. Accordingly, many college professors find themselves engaged in what is known as “essay-project” marking—the kind that finds you lugging home a briefcase full of student essays or projects or drawings—things that take a significant amount of time per assignment to mark.  How can you be efficient in your marking (to save your sanity) while still providing the kind of helpful feedback your students need to improve their work?

A practice that is now being used in the reformed Ontario secondary school curriculum offers us a clue: the use of marking rubrics.

A rubric is a guideline for you and for the students.  It should be provided to the students along with the original assignment, to assist them in their work.  The rubric, usually in chart format, tells students what factors will be graded on the assignment, what weighting each of these factors will receive, and what, specifically, would constitute a failing, poor, acceptable, good, and excellent performance on each of the factors.

 Here’s an example, from an English essay rubric (only 3 factors are shown; there would likely be others for such an assignment):

	Factor
	Failing
	Poor
	Acceptable
	Good
	Excellent

	Spelling and Grammar (5%)
	Numerous errors throughout (1%) 
	More than 5 errors 

(2%) 
	1-4 errors 

(3%) 
	1-2 errors 

(4%) 
	No errors, or only very minor errors 

(5%) 

	Thesis statement

(10%)
	Missing 

(0%) 
	Unclear 

(2.5-4.5%) 
	Weak premise or poorly worded or placed 
(5-6.5%) 
	Clear, well integrated into introduction 
(7-8%) 
	Original, compelling, as well as clear and well placed (9-10%) 

	Supporting evidence

(10%)
	Missing 

(0%) 
	Insufficient sources (i.e. fewer than 2 per sub point) 

(2.5-4.5%) 
	Minimal (i.e. 2 per sub point) 

(5-6.5%) 
	More than minimum (i.e. more than 2 per sub point) 

(7-8%) 
	Persuasive (more than 
2 per sub point) plus exceptionally well-chosen sources 
(9-10%) 


The rubric may be quite detailed, or provide only general guidance.  Experiment with different levels of specificity—the idea is to give students good guidance about how to do well on the assignment, and to give you a tool to make your marking both quicker and more objective.  However, dividing the mark into very fine detail may actually make your marking slower and more tedious—find the balance, and concentrate on the key factors that should make up the grade.  

As you’ve probably already realized, the rubric is used during the actual grading of the assignment.  Have sufficient copies for the number of students in the class (to save paper, ask students to hand in the copy of the rubric they received with the original assignment sheet, with their completed assignment).  Do your marking directly ON the rubric, circling or checking off the appropriate box for each factor as you consider it.  The final step, obviously, is to add up the marks indicated on the entire rubric to assign the overall grade for the assignment.  You may also want to include a space for comments on the student’s work.  

Some professors like to ONLY make marks on the rubric—they prefer not to make marks on the student’s actual work.  Others combine the rubric with circling errors and making comments on the original work.   

Here’s an interesting case study: Recently, one professor chose to make only positive comments on the students’ original work, while indicating errors only on the rubric.  She also attached pre-printed study sheets that explained how to correct the specific errors the individual student was making. Her students responded well to this—in the evaluations of the course, they mentioned that receiving the positive comments only motivated them to try to improve, and reduced the feelings of frustration and low self-esteem they had previously felt in similar courses, while the study sheets attached to their work helped them to avoid making the same errors in subsequent assignments.  

Some professors use variations of the rubric idea, and use simpler marking guides that indicate the factors being graded, but not the detail of the levels of performance.  Either approach will support objectivity in your marking, lessen the likelihood that your marking will be affected by irrelevant factors (such as your fatigue, the time of day, the last assignment you marked etc. etc.), and provide students with more information about how to do well…and that’s probably the most important reason to use some kind of marking guide!

Finally, consider having the students assist with the development of the grading rubric.  This activity is an excellent summary of a unit of study prior to the final assignment.  As a class, brainstorm the categories that will be assessed—developing these prompts the students to review the key learning points of the unit.  Then, assign small groups to create the sub-categories (i.e. A+ through F) within specific marking categories, and present these to the rest of the class.  Again, the act of discussing what would be worth an ‘A’ or a failing grade on a particular characteristic strengthens students’ understanding of the target behaviours and assists performance on the assignment.  You may need to ‘tweak’ the students’ rubric, but usually, with help, they can create one very similar to what you would have, and the activity itself supports learning.
If you can provide ‘samples’ of former student work (all identifying marks removed, and only with the students’ permission), or mock-ups, that represent assignments at different levels (i.e. an ‘A’ assignment, and a failing assignment), having the current students mock-grade these against their created rubric (or yours) is also an excellent review of key concepts.  As well, this exercise parallels what your students experienced in the new secondary school curriculum, where such exemplars are provided for each assignment.
