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A Rubric-less Assignment
 “Some people think schools do not encourage 

students to be creative. Why do you suppose the 
critics of schools take that position? Locate some 
sources arguing for or against that view and 
analyze what they say. (Be sure to cite your 
sources properly.) Finally, think about your own 
schooling and whether it was creative or not” 
(White, 77).
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Presentation Notes
Like a house without a strong foundation.Does this seem like a simple assignment? Does it seem like students would know what they are being asked to do? Does it seem like students would know what they are being asked to learn?5 major tasks: 1) select, understand, & summarize sources, 2) figure out intention of source’s argument, 3) cite correctly, 4) reflect on own schooling in light of the sources’ arguments and 5) develop their own ideas on the topic.*The assignment asks students to do more than we might realize*The assignment does not focus us or students on what they are supposed to learn: 1) Help students learn to make use of outside texts?, 2) Teach students how to analyze the meaning of texts? 3) Teach students how to develop one’s own ideas?The assignment as it is does not help students understand the complex task they are being asked to perform nor does it help them understand what they are supposed to learn. 



A Rubric to the Rescue!
 These papers will demonstrate an ability to construct and 

develop an argument in response to several articles from 
a professional journal. Specifically, they will
 Clearly and fairly summarize the articles on a controversial 

topic.
 Analyze the argument of the articles to demonstrate their 

strengths and weaknesses.
 Respond to the articles by showing how and why the writer of 

the paper differs from the views expressed in the article. 
 Develop the views of the writer of the paper in an organized 

way, using personal experience and other sources, to 
demonstrate a conclusion. (White, 79-80)
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What is a rubric?
 A scoring or evaluation tool

 A means of describing student performances at 
various levels

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Emphasize the idea of performance—rubrics can be created for most things you ask students to perform in order to demonstrate learning. They can be used for the actual performance—a rubric for an oral presentation—or for the product the performance results in—a rubric for a term paper or model of a structureEmphasize the idea that it has to have DESCRIPTION– it is not strictly an evaluative tool. 



But what is it really?
 “Ultimately, our rubric is the very best of our collective 

professional and intellectual selves at this little point in time, in 
our small spot on the planet. It is the finest description of what 
we think is important for our students, right now, in the service 
of their learning. 

 Most importantly, it is a statement of our mutual commitment 
to be guided by the highest and most carefully considered 
values in our professional practice. It is what we promise to 
teach.” (Griffin 10).



Types of Rubrics

 Holistic
 Categorizes levels of 

performance as a whole

 Task-specific
 Describes a performance 

specific to a single task
 Essay on a specific topic, 

such as a book or film
 Genre such as a proposal
 Portfolio

 Analytic
 Categorizes levels of 

performance by 
traits/parts

 Generic
 Describes a general 

performance
 Reading Responses
 Critical Thinking
 Class Participation

Presenter
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Advantages of Analytic: gives information to teacher on where students are doing well, where strugglingGives formative feedback to students, allows for formative assessment,Disadvantage of Analytic: more time-intensiveAdvantages of Holistic: good summative assessment, faster than analytic, not useful for formative feedback or assessment, easier to achieve inter-rater reliability



Holistic, Generic Rubric



Analytic, Task-Specific Rubric



Analytic, Generic Rubric



Reasons to Use Rubrics
For Instructors

 Focus on student learning (as opposed to 
focusing on tasks students complete)

 Can be used for formative and summative 
evaluation as well as program assessment

 Help ensure consistency in evaluating student 
work

 Save time



Reasons to Use Rubrics
For Students

 Help students understand what they are being 
asked to perform

 Help students to self-assess their work

 Can be used in peer-review

 Engage students in their own learning



Criticism of Rubrics
 Send the message to students that 
 there are universally agreed-on standards for good 

writing projects
 expectations for writing are the same regardless of 

context or genre
 grading is a precise, objective activity (Bean 277-

279)

 Can make it difficult to recognize or point out 
students’ strengths

 Can make value judgments appear neutral
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Narrows our perception of what students might be achieving if their work doesn’t fit in the guidelines of the rubric.Value judgment example: include direct quotations from the source as evidence of the claim, not all disciplines use source-based evidence. 



How to Make a Rubric
 Describe the task or performance that you want 

students to undertake

 Reflect on the learning outcomes that have led 
you to ask students to complete the task

 Decide which of those learning outcomes are 
most important and if they are best expressed as 
a group (holistic) or individually (analytic)

 Describe different levels of performance for those 
outcomes (consider starting with 3 levels)
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Another option: work backward from selected student work. Assess a set of papers. Decide on high middle and low. Describe the performance in each and use to develop the rubric. 



Rubrics and Choices
 “A rubric is a series of choices. Unfortunately, like 

a phone booth, it can be stuffed with only so 
many bodies. Some things have to be left out, 
because if we included everything it would have 
to be printed in eight-point type on a bed sheet. 
So we choose the things we think are most 
important, at least for our particular students, at 
this point in their lives” (Griffin 9).



A few more details

 Types of rating scales
 Points
 Letter grades
 Criteria defined for each level of achievement
 Criteria defined for excellence paired with “step down” language

 Language for describing performance levels
 Always/usually/some of the time/rarely
 Fully/adequately/partially/minimally
 High/adequate/limited/very limited
 Meets most criteria/meets some criteria/meets few criteria

 Consider asking students to help you create the rubric



Pitfalls
 Confusing outcomes with tasks. The assignment 

describes the task; the rubric focuses on the 
learning outcome(s) the task asks the student to 
demonstrate.

 Using only an evaluative scale (grades, points, 
ratings) without a descriptive scale—at least for 
the highest level of performance.



Put your rubric to the test
 Ask colleagues for input

 Ask students for input

 Ask a writing center director for input

 Use the rubric to evaluate a project (But make 
sure to give it to students when you assign the 
project!)

 Revise the rubric until you feel confident you are 
focused on key learning outcomes and you have 
a good sense that you are assessing those 
outcomes when you use the rubric



Use a rubric for your rubric



Faculty Consultations
 Contact me at 

kvalentine@mail.sdsu.edu
for a consultation on 
developing rubrics for 
writing assignments

 Depending on the writing 
center schedule, we can 
also ask tutors for input on 
your assignment and rubric. 
Early in the semester or 
during the summer are the 
times we have the most 
availability. 

mailto:kvalentine@mail.sdsu.edu
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within the College of Arts and Letters
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Background

 In 2007, the SDSU General Education Task 
Force developed clearer goals and 
outcomes for the GE program. 

 Building on these efforts, in Spring 2013 a 
team from the College of Arts and 
Letters initiated a collaborative project to 
develop and pilot rubrics to assess 
student performance levels in relation to 
the different GE goals. 



Why Assess GE?

 To increase awareness of the significance 
of the GE program, which comprises 
more than one-third of the baccalaureate 
degree.

 To provide feedback to determine how 
the program can be improved.

 To demonstrate to students, faculty, staff, 
and those outside of SDSU what the 
program is accomplishing.



Why Use a Rubric-Based Assessment and 
Authentic Student Work?

 To offer insight into more local, 
contextual learning (as compared to 
commercial standard exams).

 To provide a direct measure of student 
learning in the GE program.

 To encourage faculty engagement in the 
assessment process.

 To provide faculty with information for 
course and program improvement.



Goals and Outcomes: Spring 2013

 Goals:

1) Develop and test assessment rubrics 
for CAL GE courses at the lower and 
upper levels.

 Outcomes:

1) A piloted tool [rubrics] available to 
anyone in CAL to assess GE goals; 
2) A pilot of an evidence-based 
assessment of GE.



SDSU GE Program Description

 General Education profoundly influences 
undergraduates by providing the breadth of 
knowledge necessary for meaningful work, 
life-long learning, socially responsible 
citizenship, and intellectual development.  
The 49-unit program . . . places specialized 
disciplines into a wider world, enabling 
students to integrate knowledge and to 
make connections among fields of inquiry. 
(2014-2015 General Catalog, p. 90)



Span all Areas of Study

1. Construct, analyze, and communicate arguments;
2. Apply theoretical models to the real world;
3. Contextualize phenomena;
4. Negotiate difference;
5. Integrate global and local perspectives;
6. Illustrate relevance of concepts across boundaries;
7. Evaluate consequences of actions.



Humanities & Fine Arts
GE Goals/Objectives

1. Analyze written, visual, or performed texts in the 
humanities and fine arts with sensitivity to their diverse 
cultural contexts and historical moments;

2. Describe various aesthetic and other value systems 
and the ways they are communicated across time and 
cultures;

3. Argue from multiple perspectives about issues in the 
humanities that have personal and global relevance;

4. Approach complex problems and ask complex 
questions drawing upon knowledge of the humanities. 



Communication and Critical Thinking 
GE Goals/Objectives
 Craft well-reasoned arguments for specific 

audiences;
 Analyze a variety of texts commonly 

encountered in the academic setting;
 Situate discourse within social, generic, cultural, 

and historical contexts;
 Assess the relative strengths of arguments and 

supporting evidence.



Social and Behavioral Sciences
GE Goals/Objectives
1. Explore and recognize basic terms, concepts, and 

domains of the social and behavioral sciences; 

2. Comprehend diverse theories and methods of the 
social and behavioral sciences;

3. Identify human behavioral patterns across space and 
time, and discuss their interrelatedness and 
distinctiveness;

4. Apply conceptual frameworks from the social and 
behavioral sciences to contemporary issues. 



Spring 2013: 
Developing and Piloting Rubrics

 Held faculty meetings during Spring 
Semester 2013 to create, test, and finalize 
rubrics assessing GE for Humanities and 
Fine Arts, Communication and Critical 
Thinking, and Social and Behavioral 
Sciences.

 Used the rubrics refined over the course 
of the semester to evaluate student work.



Humanities and Fine Arts Rubric



Communication and Critical Thinking



Social and Behavioral Sciences



Reading of Student Texts: May 2013

 262 papers were read by two readers. 
 Student work was gathered from GE 

courses in Humanities (166 papers), 
Communication and Critical Thinking (23 
papers), and Social and Behavioral 
Sciences (108 papers) for both the GE 
lower (120 papers) and upper (177 
papers) levels. 



Key Findings

 Overall, 26% scored Proficient or 
Advanced (score 3 to 4) on the lower 
level and 43% scored Proficient or 
Advanced on the upper level.

 (Humanities: 22% lower and 44% upper; 
Communication and Critical Thinking: 21% 
lower and 50% upper; Social and 
Behavioral Sciences: 35% lower and 35% 
upper). 



 Scores varied in each GE area between 
the lower and upper levels for each of the 
Goals. However, the scores were 
consistently higher on the upper levels. 

 These differences suggest a refinement of 
GE-related skills in the upper-level 
courses. 

Key Findings



Assessment Plan AY 2013-14

 Featured a rubric-based evaluation of roughly 
2,000 student papers collected during Fall and 
Spring semesters of AY 2013-14.

 Included a four-day reading of student work 
held in May 2014.

 The Goal:
 To assesses the effectiveness of GE) courses (two 

levels) through an analysis of samples of student 
work randomly selected from existing GE 
courses in CAL.



Preliminary Outcomes
 The meetings and readings helped to reintroduce the 

GE goals to the faculty, which will encourage better 
alignment of student learning outcomes with these 
goals. 

 The GE project also is having an impact at the 
department level.  
◦ RWS has revised its assignment types for RWS 100 and 

200 so they are more fully aligned with GE goals, 
particularly Goal 4. 

◦ Other departments have reworked syllabi to include GE 
goals.

 Faculty also have noted the need for further 
workshops to enhance alignment of the goals with 
assignments. 
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Next Steps…

Name ___________________________________________

Email ___________________________________________

Please briefly describe a specific way that 
you might use the information provided today. 
For example, is there a class, assignment or 
degree-level learning outcome for which you 
would like to develop a rubric (or improve an 
existing one)?

All cards with contact 
information will be entered 
in a drawing for a teaching 
book of your choice… 
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