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Rubric-based assessment provides the teacher and student with a tool for a conducting meaningful, criterion-referenced assessment. Such assessment provides the learner with a clear picture of their learning and of areas for potential growth.  Rubrics help to limit teacher subjectivity by encouraging thoughtful representation of the learning goals for the lesson or unit in advance of the instruction.

Criterion-referenced Assessment:  The basic idea here is that student performance is compared to a standard of achievement rather than to other students.  A rubric is a tool to help a teacher compare the achievement of their students to the desired outcomes for the instructional unit.

Advantages of Rubrics

Good for assessing project-based learning

Project-based learning is often multifaceted with multiple assignments that lead up to a culminating product or performance.  Rubrics can be used to assess the intermediate stages of project-based learning to help students stay focused.  Rubrics can also help instructors to keep track of the development and progress of their students.

Common understandings of the learning goals

Ideally, rubrics are shared with the students at that outset of the learning/instruction.  Articulating the desired outcomes can bring better focus to the instruction and can be a concrete way of focusing student attention on the learning to be done.  Students who are following a rubric know from the outset of the experience what levels of achievement are expected in order to attain the highest possible levels in each area of the instruction. 

A way for teacher to communicate relative importance of instructional/learning components.

A rubric is an excellent way for a teacher to communicate, in quantitative terms, the relative importance of different aspects of the learning.  The teacher can identify all the areas of the learning that are going to be assessed and assign equal values to each area or can weight the categories so that the most important aspects of the learning experience receive the most emphasis in terms of total points awarded.

Constructing Rubrics

Constructing Rubrics is a time-consuming but worthwhile venture.  There is not one right way to go about making a rubric but a good starting point is to envision the final product, performance, or accomplishment.  

Envision the Final Product

Imagine all of the intermediate steps that are necessary to complete the final project.  Some of the steps may not be worth assessing.  Some of the steps may be better assessed if they are grouped.  This is something that the instructor can determine.  Beginning with the first learning step or outcome that you want to assess, imagine an excellent, mediocre, and inadequate student performance.  These levels of achievement can form the basis of your descriptions for the categories.

Describe Levels of Performance

Once you have identified an area for assessment, the next step is describing the performance for each of the various levels of performance that you envision.  This step takes some work at the beginning of the instructional planning time but saves time and frustration during assessment.  Writing descriptions that are meaningful and that target clearly the issues that separate the various levels of performance is the goal.  Sometimes it does not make sense to have various levels of achievement but rather a simple “Yes” or “No”—“Did” or “Didn’t will do nicely. Remember that a rubric is supposed to be useful for you and for your students.  If you cannot define the categories or if your students do not understand what is expected of them, the rubric is faulty and needs to be reworked.

	
	Excellent
	Mediocre
	Lackluster

	First Journal Check 12-04-01
	Journal contains daily entries of sufficient length and quality.  Journal addresses the writing prompt.
	Journal contains entries for most days and one or more entries fail to address the prompt and lack sufficient length or quality. 
	Journal entries are sporadic and generally of low quality.

	Teacher Comments
	
	
	


Assign Point Values

If it is important to get grades as a result of using the rubric, the teacher should assign points to each of the sections of the rubric.  Assigning points after all the categories have been described makes sense because determining point values before seeing the big picture can lead to lots of work, refiguring, and juggling.  Also, if grades will be determined using the rubric it is a good idea to show point totals that correspond to the letter grades.

Using the Rubric

Depending on the design of your rubric, you may use it only in evaluating a final product, performance or accomplishment or you may use it to evaluate student performance as they reach milestones in a project.  Here are a few guidelines for using your rubric to assess student learning.

Test the Rubric

If you have the luxury of using your rubric on former student work, take advantage of it.  Giving your rubric a test run can only save you work in the long-run.  Although you may be able to picture a project very well in your head, you may find that some of your categories are off-base or that some are unnecessary or missing.  A rubric is meant to be useful—it can be changed and improved.

Expect Students to use the Rubric

Students can use the rubric to self-assess their own work and to give constructive assessments to their peers.  Having students use the rubric you created can help you to be sure that they understand the categories and the various levels of performance in each.

Use Comments

When you use the rubric, you should use comments to provide positive feedback and directions for improvement.  Grading on project-based learning can still suffer the subjectivity threat.  If you comment on why you give a student a two instead of a three it can help the learner to see areas for growth.  Positive comments also have a place on the rubric especially to tell students that they have exceeded the requirements or criteria at one point or another.

