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Introduction
Terrel L. Rhodes

With the national spotlight focused on higher education and the development of public accountability reporting
mechanisms, college and university campuses have been strongly encouraged or required to adopt some form

of national testing as a measure of student learning. This push for accountability and transparency in higher
education is driven by a sense that students in the United States are lagging behind students in other countries, and
a resultant call for comparisons of student performance across campuses based on a score derived from one of a
few national tests.

In 2007, as part of its Liberal Education and America’s Promise initiative, the Association of American
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) embarked on a national project to determine whether there is an alternative
to the prevailing push for a single score purported to represent learning for students and institutions. Is there a
way for students to demonstrate their learning through the work they are asked to produce in the curriculum
and cocurriculum, rather than through a snapshot test? Is it possible to capture liberal learning in all of its rich
and varied dimensions? Is there a shared set of expectations for learning that individual faculty can use in the
classroom, that can be aggregated for programmatic evaluation and sampled for institutional reporting? Can
individual assignments and the resultant work be the means of demonstrating student learning throughout a
student’s educational pathway across and among different institutions? Can the shared expectations for learning be
articulated so that students can use them to understand and make judgments about their own learning strengths
and weaknesses? Can we recognize and honor the diversity of institutions and students while establishing a
nationally shared set of broad, nuanced expectations for learning regardless of type of institution, mission, or
location? Can we assess student learning in ways that actually provide faculty and students with information
helpful to improve pedagogy and the development of learning over time as well as provide programs and
institutions with summative information for reporting? In short, can the direction and assumptions of the national
conversation on accountability and the assessment of student learning be changed?

Through the Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education (VALUE) project, AAC&U has
maintained that what students and faculty do through teaching and learning constitutes a most complex set
of processes; that learning needs to occur across a broader set of outcomes than the current standardized tests
measure; and that learning is developmental or emergent over time, progressing faster in some outcome areas than
in others and becoming more complex and sophisticated as students move through their educational pathways.

Rubrics are the articulation of this progressively more robust learning. The challenge faced in the VALUE
project was how to establish that rubrics can provide the assurance that regardless of where they teach—type of
institution, part of the country, or mix of programs—faculty are indeed talking about the same outcomes and
sharing the same expectations for learning. To meet this challenge, it was necessary for faculty members and
academic professionals to articulate what liberal learning looks like at beginning, intermediate, and advanced levels
of accomplishment (see appendix) for all the essential learning outcomes (see fig. 1).

To accomplish this, the project grounded the development of the VALUE rubrics in the work faculty and
other colleagues had done over many years, drawing from the rubrics already developed by campus colleagues as
they articulated learning expectations for their students. We know that for some outcomes there exist few rubrics
or clearly articulated expectations, while for others there are many of both. By analyzing these existing rubrics,
national VALUE rubric development teams of faculty members and academic professionals identified essential
expectations and criteria that were shared across institutions. Although the specific language differed and the
emphasis among criteria changed from college to college, the rubric development teams found clearly shared
criteria for the achievement of learning at progressively more sophisticated levels of performance in each of the

TERREL L. RHODES is vice president for quality, curriculum, and assessment at the Association of American Colleges and Universities.



outcome areas. In some instances, the teams identified missing aspects of learning that needed to be incorporated
into the rubrics in order to make them more complete; for example, one common aspect was that the criteria were
very text-bound and not reflective of how students can demonstrate learning through visual, graphical, digital, or
artistic modes of communication.

Over the course of the project, rubrics for fifteen liberal learning outcomes were developed by teams of
faculty members and academic professionals from all types of higher education institutions across the country.'
More than one hundred individuals contributed through the rubric development teams. The initial rubrics went
through three rounds of drafting, testing (on more than one hundred campuses), and redrafting, which resulted in
the final versions contained in the appendix.

The VALUE rubrics are conceived as broad, generic, institutional-level rubrics. Our vision is that colleges
and universities will select the rubrics that reflect their own learning outcomes and use them to write local
versions that are reflective of their own missions, cultures, and practices. The VALUE rubrics can be translated and
elaborated for assessment and improvement at programmatic and course levels. Obviously, the national VALUE
rubrics are not designed for use in assessing individual class assignments; such rubrics need to be more tailored,
more descriptive of the discourse within which they reside. However, to the degree that enhanced rubrics for
individual assignments or courses map or contain the essential, shared criteria and expectations of the VALUE
rubrics, faculty can talk about learning within the national arena as well as the local context. The nesting of the
core criteria for the outcomes—from the course level through programs to the institutional level—allows for
confidence that learning at every level of analysis is shared, while providing sufficiently detailed information
to focus individual improvement. The Center for Teaching, Learning, and Technology at Washington State

FIGURE 1. The Essential Learning Outcomes
Beginning in school, and continuing at successively higher levels across their college studies, students should prepare for
twenty-first-century challenges by gaining:

KNOWLEDGE OF HUMAN CULTURES AND THE PHYSICAL AND NATURAL WORLD
= Through study in the sciences and mathematics, social sciences, humanities, histories, languages, and the arts
Focused by engagement with big questions, both contemporary and enduring

INTELLECTUAL AND PRACTICAL SKILLS, INCLUDING
= Inquiry and analysis
= Critical and creative thinking
= Written and oral communication
= Quantitative literacy
= Information literacy
= Teamwork and problem solving
Practiced extensively, across the curriculum, in the context of progressively more challenging problems, projects, and standards for performance

PERSONAL AND SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY, INCLUDING
= Civic knowledge and engagement—local and global
= Intercultural knowledge and competence
= Ethical reasoning and action
= Foundations and skills for lifelong learning
Anchored through active involvement with diverse communities and real-world challenges

INTEGRATIVE AND APPLIED LEARNING, INCLUDING
= Synthesis and advanced accomplishment across general and specialized studies
Demonstrated through the application of knowledge, skills, and responsibilities to new settings and complex problems

Source: Association of American Colleges and Universities, College Learning for the New Global Century: A Report from the National Leadership
Council for Liberal Education and America’s Promise (Washington, DC: Association of American Colleges and Universities), 12.

1 Rubrics were developed for all of AAC&U’s essential learning outcomes except for those listed under the heading “Knowledge of Human Cultures and
the Physical and Natural World,” for which many measures already exist.
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University has a well-developed set of examples of how general rubrics can be translated into programmatic
and course rubrics and still supply useful feedback and assessment information for course, programmatic, and
institutional purposes.

The VALUE rubrics included in the appendix are also available on the AAC&U Web site at www.aacu.org/
value/rubrics. There, for each rubric, we provide a definition of the outcome, framing language that explains the
approach of the development team, a glossary of terms, the essential criteria for meeting the outcome from the
most complex to the least complex demonstration of learning, and examples of student work that illustrate how
in one instance the rubric was used to arrive at an assessment conclusion about student achievement for a specific
criterion and outcome. The student work samples, in particular, are not intended to be exemplars, but rather to
show how a piece of work demonstrated for a set of reviewers the level of performance for the specific criterion.

The performance levels reflected in the VALUE rubrics—capstone, milestones, and benchmark—do not
represent year in school (freshman, sophomore... ), nor do they correspond to grades (A, B, C...). Rather, the
capstone level reflects the demonstration of achievement for the specific criterion for a student who graduates
with a baccalaureate degree. Milestones suggest key characteristics of progressive learning as students move from
early in their college experience to the completion of the baccalaureate degree. A

benchmark performance reflects the learning skills and abilities of students our We are engaged in

faculty team members found among their beginning college students. The rubrics nothing less than an
do not represent college readiness standards. Our expectation is that campuses and effort to change the
individuals will not only adapt the VALUE rubrics to their own missions, cultures, focus of the national
and practices, but also develop their own versions of the rubrics by examining the conversation from
work of their own students. artificial, shorthand

In sum, we are engaged in nothing less than an effort to change the focus of the indicators of learning
national conversation from artificial, shorthand indicators of learning to something
that reflects the shared work and understanding of faculty members and academic
professionals across campuses. The VALUE project has demonstrated that the
academy shares similar expectations and criteria for accomplishment on a broad
range of learning outcomes. When we grade a paper, when we evaluate student faculty members and

to something that
reflects the shared work
and understanding of

performance, when we examine a program of study, or when we look at the graduates ~ academic professionals
of an institution, we expect fundamentally similar levels of learning for our students. across campuses.
The VALUE rubrics represent the learning expectations broadly shared by faculty
members and academic professionals across the country. Individual campuses will write local rubrics that reflect
their institutional mission, program mix, and types of students and that use the appropriate language and detail
to enable assessment at various levels; however, these local rubrics will still contain the essential criteria and
expectations of learning that are shared broadly and expressed in the VALUE rubrics. In this way, we can all have
confidence that, when we talk about learning, we are speaking a common language with shared standards that
reflect the richness and complexity of the teaching and learning that actually occur on our campuses.

Assessing Outcomes and Improving Achievement: Tips and Tools for Using Rubrics explains how the VALUE
project approached the work of drafting rubrics as well as frames an approach that individual campuses can use to
build on from what has already been developed.

2 Seewsuctlt.wordpress.com/2009/01/20/harvesting_gradebook.

Assessing Outcomes i chievement: Tips and Tools for Using R







CHAPTER 1:
Assessment of the Academy, for the Academy, by the Academy

Antonia J. Levi and Dannelle D. Stevens

What does it mean to be an educated person? How can we teach our students to become educated persons?
How can we know whether we’ve succeeded? These questions have been bruited around college and university
campuses for generations, but only in the past twenty years or so have they begun to be translated into action as
faculty and administrators struggle to isolate the components of what we mean by “an educated person,” and to
assess whether an institution is, in fact, producing that desired result. For the most part, however, these efforts have
been campus-specific. By working with a wide variety of campuses that already use rubrics for these purposes,
the Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education (VALUE) project of the Association of American
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) has produced an approach to defining and assessing student learning at the
national level that is based on the values and practices of the academy itself.

Rubrics, after all, originate in the classroom. Initially a simple grading tool, rubrics are now being used by
an increasing number of professors for the more complex task of evaluating student portfolios and even entire
programs. Intended to reflect not only individual assignments but also progress in learning, a student portfolio for
even a single class may contain a large number of different components that must be identified and then charted
by the evaluator in a fair and consistent manner. Assessing such portfolios is no easy task, and many faculty
members have turned to rubrics of one sort or another that spell out the various tasks they want their students
to master, as well as the criteria for determining whether and to what degree students have actually succeeded in
mastering them.

To assess entire programs or even entire campuses, randomly selected student work can be evaluated using
the same method. Through the VALUE project, faculty and staff representatives from campuses that already
engage in some form of rubric-based assessment have produced fifteen rubrics that represent a surprisingly
consistent answer to the question, what does it mean to be an educated person?

HERDING CATS?

Administrators often bemoan the difficulty of getting faculty to agree on anything. It’s like herding cats, they say,
and many faculty themselves echo this sentiment. Yet while this may be true when it comes to campus politics, it
is far less true of faculty views on the nature of education and what it means to be an educated person. On these
points, faculty are in remarkable agreement. And that agreement quickly becomes apparent when groups of faculty
work together to produce a rubric, whether for evaluating student work or for assessing entire programs.

In an experiment conducted in 2002, for example, six instructors involved in teaching an interdisciplinary
freshman core set out to create a single grading rubric for a book critique assigned to their various classes. Despite
the fact that the team included two English professors, an anthropologist, a historian, a chemist, and even a high
school teacher offering the class as an Advanced Placement option, there was remarkably little disagreement
regarding the performance criteria to be included in the rubric. Nor was there much variation in how the different
instructors used the rubric to assess student work; the scores assigned were remarkably consistent. And when,
as part of the experiment, outside evaluators were given a random selection of the book critiques, they produced
scores similar to those given by the instructors. Such results are reassuring to instructors who often wonder
whether their evaluations are consistent, fair, and in line with the practices of their colleagues. But they also reveal
the common assumptions, expectations, and values that underlie the academy, as well as the ways in which rubrics
can be used to reinforce and define them.

ANTONIA J. LEVI is retired professor of Japanese history and popular culture, and DANNELLE D. STEVENS is professor of curriculum and
instruction, both at Portland State University. They are the authors of Introduction to Rubrics: An Assessment Tool to Save Grading
Time, Convey Effective Feedback and Promote Student Learning (Stylus, 2005).
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These commonalities still hold true when rubric construction is extended to program assessment, especially
if and when faculty are involved in creating the rubrics by which their own programs are to be assessed. Involving
faculty in this way ensures that the criteria are consistent with the values of both the academy in general and the
program or institution in particular. Moreover, many individual faculty members find such involvement both
empowering and enlightening. “I never really spelled out my teaching goals before,” said one professor after
working on a critical-thinking rubric for his department. “I guess I knew what I wanted to teach, but I'd never put
it into words. Doing that and being able to discuss it with other department members really taught me alot, and
knowing we mostly agreed on what was important was pretty reassuring, too.”

Professors who examine the VALUE rubrics will no doubt feel the same mix of enlightenment and
reassurance. Few will find the concepts alien. Surely critical thinking, inquiry and analysis, creative thinking,
written communication, and problem solving are among the skills that all faculty hope their students will achieve.
Quantitative literacy, informational literacy, and teamwork represent more recent expectations for the educated
person of the twenty-first century. And who could possibly argue with mastery of integrative learning or the
foundations and skills for lifelong learning as a goal that stretches beyond the academy and into students’ lives?

More controversial are the goals associated with personal and social responsibility, especially civic
knowledge and engagement, intercultural knowledge and competence, and ethical reasoning. Some professors

continue to insist that their students’ ethical worldviews, however important they
The VALUE rubrics may be for daily life, are not related to their academic disciplines. The VALUE rubrics
probably will not change this view overnight. Nonetheless, most will agree that the
ability to articulate one’s “own ethical values and the social context of problems,”
as it is described in the ethical-reasoning rubric, is relevant to almost all academic
disciplines. Similarly, most will recognize as attributes of an educated person the
integrate knowledge in ability to “articulate insights into [one’s] own cultural rules and biases,” the ability
a variety of ways. to “ask complex questions about other cultures,” and the ability to “seek out and
articulate answers to questions that reflect multiple cultural perspectives™—all of
which are described in the intercultural knowledge and competence rubric.

reflect the emphasis the
academy places on the
ability to analyze and

Indeed, these particular examples demonstrate perhaps better than anything else the difference between
assessment measures based on external models (e.g., standardized tests) and those created within the academy.
While the former focus on easily quantifiable measures such as content, the VALUE rubrics reflect the emphasis
the academy places on the ability to analyze and integrate knowledge in a variety of ways. The academy is not
unconcerned with content, of course. Professors of chemistry or history, for example, certainly want their students
to learn some very specific content, but they also want them to display the ability to use that content in the ways
reflected in the VALUE rubrics.

OUT OF THE CLASSROOM AND BACK AGAIN

As external pressures for accountability mount, in order to avoid having inappropriate assessment techniques
foisted upon it, the academy must respond with the assessment techniques that are best suited to it. As far as their
own campuses are concerned, the institutions involved in creating the VALUE rubrics have already taken steps in
that direction. By gathering representatives from these institutions together to produce rubrics for national use,
AAC&U has not only produced assessment tools that are especially well suited to the academy, but it has also
begun to change the national dialogue on assessment and accountability.

For institutional purposes, some colleges and universities will find that they can use the VALUE rubrics as
they stand. Because they were created by scholars from widely differing disciplines and institutional types, the
rubrics are in fact quite universal. Other campuses, however, will want to use the VALUE rubrics as templates
that can be altered to reflect specific concerns. Religious colleges, for example, may want to add to the essentially
secular language of the ethical-reasoning rubric, while institutes of technology may want to make their criteria
relate more closely to mathematics and the sciences. Hopefully, individual colleges and universities will make
such alterations by following the same process used to create the original VALUE rubrics—that is, by gathering
together representative members of their own faculties to discuss the original rubrics and how they should be



altered. This method will not only produce rubrics that best reflect the individual campuses, but it will also involve
professors in rubric construction.

Direct professorial involvement often has a side benefit for students. Professors who become involved in
rubric construction as part of assessment practices are more likely to start translating rubrics for use in evaluating
student work in their own classes. This use of rubrics—their original use—has great
value for students because it spells out for them what it means to be an educated Rubrics offer regular
person, and rubrics offer regular milestones by which students can gauge their own milestones by which
progress. This is useful for all students, but it is particularly so for nontraditional
students—nonnative speakers of English, international students, students who are the
first in their families to go to college, and students who, for whatever reason, are less
well attuned to the culture and expectations of the American academy. Such students
are an increasing presence on college campuses, and anything that helps them find their way in this (to them)
unfamiliar environment is to be welcomed.

students can gauge
their own progress.

CONCLUSION

Few people question the need to assess college and university programs in order to ensure that they are actually
doing what they set out to do, namely, to produce educated persons. Yet many professors are hostile to assessment
efforts. There are several reasons for this hostility, but one is undoubtedly the fact that the methodologies of too
many assessment efforts are drawn from other kinds of institutions—most commonly corporate—and are seldom
appropriate to the goals of the academy. By contrast, the VALUE project has developed a methodology drawn
from the practices of the academy itself and attuned to its distinctive goals.

Assessing Outcomes and Improving Achievement: Tips and Tools for Using Rubrics 7







CHAPTER 2:
What is a Rubric?

Merilee Griffin

A rubric is not a technical specification, like how to build a bridge. Nor is it a checklist for ailing student
performances in need of therapy. It is certainly not a Gotcha Grid for wayward writers. It is not even, as Merriam
Webster said, an authoritative rule, although it meant that at one time.

When it was first born into the English language, “rubric” meant the color red, because monks passing their
lives away in medieval monasteries, beautifully hand-copying their Latin texts, used red ink for headings. The word
spent the next thousand years or so meaning “heading,” and gradually its mission crept to include “classification.”

Old issues of College English contain many uses of the word “rubric” as a heading or classification, including
this one from a 1962 article called “An Existential Examination of King Lear”:

This new humility is in remarkable contrast to the old arrogance. Under this general rubric
of human relations, the tragedy of King Lear can be seen as a profound study of the nature
of evil (Vol. 23, Issue 7, p. 548).

And then in the October 1981 issue, the word occurs in an article called “The Validity of the Advanced
Placement English Language and Composition Examination.” For the first time, it has something to do
with scoring:

The readers were trained to score the essays holistically, considering their overall quality,
form, and content together. They used a nine-point scale and were guided by a scoring
guide or “rubric”

The appended rubric seems old-fashioned and vague compared with the matrices we are accustomed to now.
It begins:

General Directions: Reward the essays for what they do well in response to the question.
After you have read an essay and determined its score, you may raise that score one point
if the essay is very well written. A badly written essay must be given a score no higher
than four.

The tone suggests we may be invited to tea following the session.

Since then, the scoring rubric has evolved into a more precise, technical, scientific-looking document. It
carries a tone of certainty, authority, and exactitude. That facade is deceptive, however, because a rubric is more
like a cake than a rock. It contains whatever we put in it, not what nature designed.

Different people like different kinds of cake, and there are many ways to bake them. A rubric is the creation
So what is a rubric?

A rubric is the creation of the people who made it rather than a mirror reflection
of some permanent and absolute reality. \ .

A rubric is a series of choices. Unfortunately, like a phone booth, it can be a mirror reflection of

Y p )
stuffed with only so many bodies. Some things have to be left out, because if we some permanent and
included everything it would have to be printed in eight-point type on a bed sheet. absolute reality.
So we choose the things we think are most important, at least for our particular
students, at this point in their lives. The hard part is that our students are all over the map in their skill levels and
their linguistic and intellectual needs. Still, the rubric is our best judgment about what matters most in the stage of
human development we think our students are currently in.

of the people who
made it rather than

MERILEE GRIFFIN is research coordinator for the Tier I Writing Assessment at Michigan State University and an affiliate of the Center
for Writing in a Digital Environment. She is also president of Collaborative Online Assessments, a nonprofit organization advocating the
fusion of authentic assessment, technology, and faculty development (www.coassess.org). This chapter is reprinted by permission from
“What Is a Rubric?” Assessment Update: Progress, Trends, and Practices in Higher Education 21, no. 6 (2009).
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A rubric is an uneasy balance between generality and specificity. We want every statement to be general
enough to encompass all the things we value, but it must be specific enough to spell out our meanings.

A rubric is one of the most carefully written documents in history. The signers of the Declaration of
Independence could not have spent more time haggling over words than most

committees charged with creating a rubric. Every member morphs into a lawyer, Our rubric is a

ajudge, and a philologist with thesaurus in hand, and every word is dissected and statement of our

analyzed before it is included. mutual commitment
A rubric is the record of negotiated compromises, the lingering detritus of to be guided by the

struggles for dominance by purists and poets and pragmatists. In these contests, some
win and some lose. No one gets everything they want and everybody gets a little
something. The rubric is the final scorecard.

highest and most
carefully considered

The rubric is a product of many minds working collaboratively to create values I_n our )
new knowledge. It will, almost by definition, be more thoughtful, valid, unbiased, professional practice.
and useful than any one of us could have conceived of working in isolation. The It is what we promise
discussions that haven’t killed it have made it stronger. to teach.

The rubric is not a universal statement of truth for the ages. Like the Constitution,
it is a living document that must change with the times. It should change a bit slowly, only when someone cares
enough to mount a serious challenge to the status quo. The rubric will have to become a pretty bad match for our
needs before we stop complaining about it and do something, but eventually we will.

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.

10 Association of American Colleges and Universities




CHAPTER 3:
Developing Rubrics: Lessons Learned

Wende Morgaine

The emphasis on assessment at colleges and universities across the country has created a need not just for
assessment tools, but for tools that can yield meaningful information about student learning, experiences, and
success. In response, many campuses have appointed committees, often comprised of faculty members, to

create or redesign existing assessment tools. Increasingly, however, these efforts have sought to evaluate student
achievement at the programmatic level as well as at the level of individual courses.

And although faculty can expertly evaluate the work assigned within a particular Faculty must learn to
course, they are less accustomed to creating assessment tools that span both program  sonduct assessment not
objectives and subject matter such that student learning and success can be measured
both within and across college curricula. To do this, faculty must learn to conduct
assessment not only within a group but also as a group; they must share knowledge,
reflect upon expected outcomes, build consensus, and take collective ownership of
the assessment.

only within a group but
also as a group; they
must share knowledge,
reflect upon expected

The Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education (VALUE) outcomes, build
project of the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) typifies ~ consensus, and take
how, using rubrics, faculty can work collectively to create meaningful assessment collective ownership
of student learning. Over the course of eighteen months, fifteen teams of faculty, of the assessment.

administrators, and other academic professionals from around the country created

rubrics to assess the essential learning outcomes identified through AAC&U'’s Liberal Education and America’s
Promise initiative (see fig. 1, p. 2). In addition to producing the rubrics themselves, the rubric development
process created a road map of sorts for the process of creating rubrics as a group. What follows are the lessons
learned through the VALUE project.

DON'T REINVENT THE WHEEL

Departments and institutions often have assessment tools with which they are already working. This is not to say
that they don’t need to create local versions of the VALUE rubrics, versions tailored to particular contexts, but
rather that the local process doesn’t need to reinvent the entire wheel. Local rubric development groups should
begin by searching for existing examples of assessments, and then proceed by discussing how these examples
might be adapted to meet departmental or institutional objectives.

For each of fifteen learning outcomes, the VALUE project collected approximately twenty sample rubrics
from campuses around the country. This early rubric collection is located online and can be searched by subject
area (see openedpractices.org). Anyone in higher education may add resources to the site or use it as a public
library for local rubric development projects.

Once the rubrics for an outcome area were collected (primarily through Internet searches for publicly
posted material and contributions from individual faculty), they were shared with each of the rubric development
teams. The teams then examined the rubrics and identified the common criteria found most frequently across each
collection. These criteria became the foundation of the VALUE rubrics.

For some less common outcomes—for example, integrative learning, civic engagement, and creative
thinking—fewer rubrics were available. In these instances, the teams utilized other important sources identified
by faculty from the relevant fields to determine the criteria on which there appeared to be widespread agreement
within a discipline or learning outcome area.

WENDE MORGAINE is manager of the Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education (VALUE) project at the Association of
American Colleges and Universities. For more information about rubric development for your campus, contact her at value@aacu.org.

ssessing Outcomes and Improving Achievement: Tips and Tools for Using Rubrics




MANY HANDS MAKE LIGHT WORK

Both the size and the composition of a team can affect the achievement of rubric development goals. After working
on the VALUE project with teams of varying sizes, we concluded that a team of five to ten people is optimal. Teams
of this size were able to continue working when one or two people needed to miss a meeting. Smaller teams were
not always able to gather enough members at one time to advance the work, and as a result they encountered more
delays than the larger teams.

In terms of composition, it is important for the end users of the assessment rubric to be represented on the
committee or team responsible for developing it. For example, if the rubric is intended for use across a department
where faculty are divided into different theoretical camps, a representative from each camp should be included
on the team. If the rubric is to be used across disciplines, an interdisciplinary team is vital. It is also important to
remember that students themselves are end users, which makes attention to the clarity of terms and simplicity of
language an essential component of rubric development. In the VALUE project, the teams with greater diversity in
terms of the range of disciplines represented by the team members were able more easily to create accessible and
understandable final rubrics. Their ability to draw from different disciplines and perspectives made it easier for
them to write for students while addressing the content and academic standards each outcome demanded.

BEGIN WITH THE END IN MIND

Starting the rubric development process with a blank page can sometimes result in an end product that is so
detailed and comprehensive that it is difficult for end users to implement it; the rubric will likely lack conciseness,
a component key to both adoptability and adaptability. To develop a rubric that is both thorough and concise, it is
useful for groups to start the development process with a few guidelines based on what is ultimately needed. For
example, from the beginning, the VALUE project limited the number of performance levels in the rubrics as well
as the number of criteria. Individual teams were able to meet these limits by forcing themselves, as individuals and
as a group, to determine the most vital criteria for each outcome. Of course, the limits can always be expanded
should feedback indicate that a rubric is too narrow. But only rarely did the rubric development teams receive that
type of feedback from colleagues who tested the rubrics. The single, most common piece of feedback received
(from over one hundred colleges and universities) during the VALUE process was that the rubrics should be made
“shorter, more concise, simpler.” Since it is often easier to expand than to cut, doing the hard work of being concise
early will likely save the group time later on.

THE PROOF IS IN THE PUDDING

When creating a rubric, there is always a certain amount of hesitancy in actually putting something on the page.
Academics are sometimes more comfortable with a comprehensive discussion of the philosophical implications of
one focus for assessment versus another. But this dimension of rubric creation can often lead to a long, frustrating
process that can take years to produce even the first draft of a rubric. Beginning with this type of discussion is
doubly undesirable when the campus need for rubrics is immediate.

The challenge, then, is to put something on paper and to test it. Progress only results from actually doing
something. Teams shouldn’t be afraid to release a first draft with the understanding that it will probably be revised
substantially. One strategy that helped move the rubrics onto paper in the VALUE project was to apportion the
work. Each member of every rubric development team was responsible for one criterion, and she or he wrote
performance descriptors for each of the four levels of a particular VALUE rubric (see the appendix for examples).
Just one criterion per team member was a manageable workload. But since this was an assignment given to each
rubric development team member very early in the process, there were draft rubrics on paper almost immediately.
Teams then devoted time to discussing each sentence, and often each word, in terms of its implications for a
field or its effect on student work. By that point, the teams were discussing and editing an actual product. The
discussion was no longer theoretical. The goal of drafting a rubric had been accomplished, and what remained was
the detailed process of revision.

The VALUE process worked because, by getting something on paper early, each team had, in essence, made a
prototype that could be tested and retested. One team member used the analogy of making pudding: “A discussion



about how to make pudding is only useful for so long. In the end, you have to mix ingredients and do taste tests if
you want to make good pudding’”

KICK THE TIRES

Once you have something on paper, you need people to test it and to provide feedback. Testing and feedback
are crucial for creating quality assessment tools, and it is especially important that the feedback be meaningful.
Too often, the people recruited to offer feedback assume they should passively read the tool without applying
its content. In the VALUE project, we found that actually testing the rubrics on student work was essential to

the creation of useful rubrics. Feedback was always based on testing. It’s the same difference between looking
at a car and actually driving it. This step was indispensable for both the feedback volunteers and the rubric
development teams. Whenever the teams tested the rubrics with student work, they wrote better, more specific
performance descriptors.

To achieve high-quality feedback, it is strongly recommended that at least two or three feedback and revision
cycles be built into the rubric creation process. In the VALUE project, every rubric was tested and revised at least
twice. Some rubrics were tested and revised three times. We found consistently that it was these later revision
cycles that generated the type and diversity of feedback needed to increase significantly the quality of the rubrics.

CAST A WIDE NET
Obtain feedback from as many people as possible. Asking a large number of people to give feedback will help
build buy-in for the assessment itself, while also providing input from diverse perspectives. A key element of the
VALUE project was that the number of campuses providing feedback was increased for each feedback cycle. We
started with twelve campuses in the first feedback cycle, and by the end over one hundred campuses had tested
the rubrics.

Additionally, starting with a small amount of feedback in the first testing and feedback cycle can be helpful.
The initial testing of the first three VALUE rubrics enabled the project both to revise the rubrics and to tweak the
development process for the remaining twelve rubrics. These tweaks made the process more efficient and also
helped make the first drafts of the remaining twelve rubrics much stronger.

In some cases, this approach might require teams to seek feedback not only from colleagues on campus, but
also from those at other institutions across the country, or even around the world, who are in the discipline or field
for which the rubric is being designed. Teams might also want to consider inviting
community members to participate in the testing and to provide additional feedback.  Testing and feedback
One lesson learned points to the value of involving colleagues from the cocurricular are crucial for creating
side of the institution. Their insight into how students might perceive a rubric was

uality assessment
invaluable as the VALUE rubrics were being created. quality

Ultimately, the goal of seeking feedback from multiple sources is to be able to tools, _and !t 'S
identify universal or common themes. In the VALUE project, for example, the need to especially important
that the feedback be

simplify jargon for student readers and the importance of limiting each performance
descriptor to a single, measurable behavior emerged as common themes. Whenever meaningful.

a theme could reasonably be applied to all rubrics, it was. Looking for the common

themes in feedback is central to helping identify fruitful directions for revision. In the VALUE process, trying to
respond to each piece of specific feedback often sent the teams in contradictory directions; but in responding to
the common themes from the feedback, teams found that the revisions always improved the quality of the rubrics.

CONCLUSION

The process of creating assessment rubrics can be both challenging and enlightening for any campus. Almost
without exception, the rubric development team members in the VALUE project spoke of the many benefits
of their participation in the rubric creation and revision process in terms of their own teaching and scholarship.
Although daunting, the process of creating and revising assessment rubrics is a rewarding one for faculty and a
fruitful one for institutions.

Tools for Using Rubrics







CHAPTER 4:
How Do | Use Rubrics to Evaluate Student Work?

Rowanna L. Carpenter

Many campuses do not have experience in developing and using rubrics to assess student work, and many of the
faculty and staff who participated in the Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education (VALUE)
project sought advice on how to utilize rubrics to conduct valid and reliable reviews of student learning. Portland
State University, one of the twelve original institutions that agreed to test the VALUE rubrics with student work
on its campus, has for over a decade been using rubrics systematically for course and program review. The effective
use of rubrics to evaluate student work, as described below, can be adapted to a multitude of circumstances,
regardless of the specific design or focus a campus may have for assessing learning.

Portland State University has used a portfolio review process to assess and monitor student learning in
general education since 1994. During that time, student portfolios have moved from a paper to an electronic
format, and students’ final portfolios are now developed entirely online. These student e-portfolios provide
valuable evidence of learning during students’ first year in the general education program.

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

Portland State is a large, public research university located in the heart of Portland, Oregon. In the fall of 2008,
Portland State enrolled 26,382 students, of whom 20,515 were undergraduates. A new general education program
called University Studies was adopted in 1994, after a faculty committee reformed the previous distribution-
model program. University Studies is a four-level program, extending throughout a students’ time at Portland
State. The curriculum is inquiry based and structured around four goals: communication, critical thinking, the
diversity of human experience, and ethics and social responsibility. E-portfolios are used in Freshman Inquiry
(FRINQ), the program’s yearlong first-year requirement. The FRINQ curriculum is based on themes designed by
interdisciplinary teams of faculty—for example, The Work of Art, Cyborg Millennium, or Design and Society.

THE FRESHMAN INQUIRY E-PORTFOLIO

The FRINQ e-portfolio is a common assignment across all FRINQ courses that requires students to reflect on
their learning over the course of the year and to select and discuss two pieces of evidence of their learning related
to each of the four University Studies goals. As a course-based assignment, the e-portfolio is a graded part of the
FRINQ course. The direct evidence of student learning provided by these e-portfolios is also used for program-
level assessment.

UNIVERSITY STUDIES RUBRICS

FRINQ e-portfolios are assessed using locally developed, holistic rubrics related to each of the four goals. Each
rubric employs a six-point scale to represent the range of a student’s learning, from freshman (levels 1, 2, and

3) to senior (level S or 6) year. The rubrics were developed by teams of faculty, including faculty teaching in
University Studies as well as a range of other faculty from across Portland State University. In 2007, the FRINQ_
coordinator and the assessment coordinator created a checklist inventory of the types of assignments students
have to include in their e-portfolios. This inventory provided supplemental information that helped contextualize
the e-portfolio scoring.

UNIVERSITY STUDIES E-PORTFOLIO REVIEW

E-portfolio selection. Before e-portfolios are selected for review, informed consent is obtained from students
enrolled in FRINQ classes—the students complete an online consent form during mentor sessions, a process
approved by the Institutional Review Board. Over the last three years, the response rate has ranged between

ROWANNA L. CARPENTER is assessment coordinator for University Studies at Portland State University.
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60 and 80 percent, with approximately 70-75 percent of students each year giving their consent. In the
spring of 2009, just over six hundred students consented to have their e-portfolios reviewed as part of the
assessment process.

A random sample of thirty e-portfolios per theme (or a total of 210 e-portfolios) is reviewed. To select these
e-portfolios, the students who gave consent are divided into their respective thematic groups. Each student in
these groups is assigned a random number, and the thirty assigned the lowest numbers in each group are selected
for review. Once students have been selected, their faculty members are asked to send e-portfolio URLSs to the
assessment coordinator.

Reviewer recruitment. To review the 210 e-portfolios each year, the University Studies program hires
approximately forty reviewers, including faculty both within the program and across the campus as well as
graduate students. During the middle of spring term, a recruitment notice is posted in the campuswide weekly
newsletter and also is sent via e-mail to academic department chairs and faculty who teach in the University
Studies program. Each year faculty representing as many departments as possible are hired, and graduate students
from programs across campus supplement the reviewer group. As an incentive to participate, faculty and graduate
students are paid a small stipend and are provided coffee and lunch on the days of the review. No problems have
occurred in using this approach to recruit reviewers.

The use of such a broad approach to reviewer recruitment is an intentional choice. Faculty who do not teach
in University Studies are able to see the kind of work being done by students and faculty in the general education
program. Similarly, faculty who teach at the capstone (senior) level of the University Studies program are given
a glimpse of the types of learning experiences students gain as they begin their studies. And the use of outside
reviewers to assess student work contributes to program transparency.

E-portfolio review. Each year, the University Studies program focuses on two of its four goals during
e-portfolio review, dedicating one day of review to each goal. The review takes place during the week between the
spring and summer terms. We have found this to be a time when faculty can dedicate a whole day to the review,
which is preferable to breaking up the day as they leave to teach classes. Also, because the review takes place in
the computer labs used for mentor sessions, it is most convenient to schedule it for a time when classes are not in
session and the labs are not in use.

All reviewers convene early in the day for a welcome and training session. Because faculty are recruited from
outside of University Studies, the day begins with an introduction to the program and its goals. An overview of
FRINQ and the e-portfolios is also provided. After the brief introduction, the procedures for using a rubric to
score student e-portfolios are reviewed, with an emphasis on the need to compare student work with the rubric
criteria—not other e-portfolios and not other criteria. For example, when the criterion reviewed is diversity or
ethics and social responsibility, it is pointed out that a student’s use of grammar is not relevant and should not
figure in reviewers’ scoring decisions. It is stressed that reviewers must use the rubric as it is currently constructed
and that comments about how it might be changed will be taken at the end of the day.

Following the orientation session, reviewers read the rubric of the day and apply it to a test e-portfolio. All
reviewers score the same e-portfolio and then reconvene to discuss their scores. The reviewers then report their
scores, which are tallied on a board to give a sense of whether they are clustering around one or two points on
the rubric (the goal of calibration). If some reviewers give scores that lie outside the main cluster, they are asked
to explain them in relation to the rubric criteria. Next, a reviewer whose score falls within the majority cluster
is asked to explain his or her score. This discussion continues until agreement is reached about how to score the
e-portfolios. Then the reviewers review a second test e-portfolio, and a similar conversation follows. When there is
consensus about how to score, reviewers are left to score e-portfolios for the rest of the day.

Each e-portfolio is reviewed by at least two reviewers. If the two initial scores are the same or differ by one
point, then the mean of the two scores is assigned as the final e-portfolio score. If the two scores differ by more
than one point—for example, if one reviewer assigns a two and the other assigns a four—then a third person
reviews the e-portfolio. If the third score converges with either of the first two scores, then the mean of those two
scores is taken. If the third score differs by more than one point, then a conference is called and the three reviewers



meet to determine the final score. As a way to monitor the scoring process, scores are recorded on a spreadsheet,
and e-portfolios that need third reviews are flagged.

At the end of the day, the reviewers gather again and are given a chance to offer feedback on both the process
and the rubric. It is very helpful to hear from reviewers about their experience using the rubrics and about areas
that may be confusing. These comments have helped improve and clarify the rubrics over the years. This session
also provides feedback about the e-portfolio assignment itself.

Processing and using the data. The data generated through this e-portfolio review process are used in two
ways. First, aggregate means and frequencies are generated across all the e-portfolio scores. These data allow for
the monitoring of program performance over time. Second, the scores are aggregated by theme and provided to
the faculty teams. The teams use these data to identify areas for improvement, and the resulting improvements
are subsequently incorporated into the course curricula. Faculty discuss the e-portfolio findings at a fall retreat
before the beginning of the academic year. The e-portfolio data have informed improvements in the way writing is
taught in freshman inquiry and have helped identify quantitative literacy as an area in need of additional focus. The
e-portfolio review process has also resulted in the adjustment of the e-portfolio assignment over time to outline
program expectations of students more clearly.
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CHAPTER 5:

A Guide for How Faculty Can Get Started Using the VALUE Rubrics

Linda Adler-Kassner, Carol Rutz, and Susanmarie Harrington

For many faculty members and academic and student affairs professionals, using rubrics to score or evaluate
student achievement of learning outcomes is venturing into a new arena. The preceding chapters describe
processes and strategies for organizing campus work that can enhance assessment for learning. Through the
process developed through the Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education (VALUE) project,
we have discovered that the development and use of rubrics with collections of student work can have several
key benefits:

« Rubrics help faculty articulate more precisely what the learning they want their students to achieve

actually looks like.

« Rubrics help students understand the expectations for their learning.

« Rubrics reinforce assessment for learning, not just assessment of learning.

« Rubrics place faculty judgment at the center of a nationally shared set of expectations for liberal learning.

« Rubrics create a roadmap for shared learning across the curriculum and cocurriculum—from the course

level to institutional reporting levels, and from general institutional or programmatic contexts to specific
course contexts.

In brief, the VALUE rubrics create a frame for faculty work. We have developed the following protocol for

individual faculty members to follow as they begin to use rubrics within their own campus contexts:

1. Bear in mind that a scoring rubric is an attempt to draw attention to the specific features of student work
that indicate the student’s performance on an academic task; thus, the rubric serves as a set of filters to
help readers sort out qualities in the work itself.

2. Read through the rubric carefully, paying attention to the framing language and the glossary definitions.

. Start with a student sample from your institution, ideally with the assignment attached.

4. Keep the elements of the rubric in mind as you read the student’s work, perhaps making notes about how
well the student’s effort matches the described levels; if there is no match, note that as well.

5. Rate each element of the rubric, recognizing that student work may show strengths in some areas and
weaknesses in others.

w

6. Discuss with other raters on your campus the qualities you are using to indicate particular ratings of

students’ work; use these discussions as the basis for developing shared definitions of important qualities.

7. Once you have finished, consider and reflect on the following questions:

« What do you see as the assignment for this paper or portfolio?

« When you read the rubric, what terms seemed most important to you in the criteria?

« When you read the paper or portfolio, how did the important terms influence your reading and
lead you to a score?

« Can you write one or two sentences describing the characteristics of this paper or portfolio that
led you to the score you assigned?

By focusing in a manageable way on the key criteria or characteristics of learning for each of the liberal
learning outcomes, this simple protocol can help faculty approach what, to many, may seem to be a daunting
task. Further, it allows the rubrics to be translated into the campus context in such a way that the results reflect
the mission, goals, and students of the institution, while still nesting the results within the broader, national
understanding of liberal learning and student achievement.

LINDA ADLER-KASSNER is professor of English language and literature and director of first-year writing at Eastern Michigan University,
CAROL RUTZ is director of the college writing program and senior lecturer in English at Carleton College, and SUSANMARIE HARRINGTON
is director of writing in the disciplines at the University of Vermont.
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APPENDIX:

The VALUE Rubrics

As part of AAC&U’s Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative, the VALUE (Valid Assessment
of Learning in Undergraduate Education) project seeks to contribute to the national dialogue on assessment of
college student learning. It builds on a philosophy of learning assessment that privileges multiple expert judgments
of the quality of student work over reliance on standardized tests administered to samples of students outside of
their required curriculum or cocurriculum. The assessment approaches that VALUE advances are based on the
shared understanding of faculty and academic professionals on campuses from across the country.

VALUE assumes that:

« to achieve a high-quality education for all students, valid assessment data are needed to guide planning,
teaching, and improvement;

« colleges and universities seek to foster and assess numerous essential learning outcomes beyond those
addressed by currently available standardized tests;

« learning develops over time and should become more complex and sophisticated as students move through
their curricular and cocurricular educational pathways toward a degree;

« good practice in assessment requires multiple assessments, over time; well-planned electronic portfolios
provide opportunities to collect data from multiple assessments across a broad range of learning outcomes
while guiding student learning and building self-assessment capabilities;

« electronic portfolios and assessment of work in them can inform programs and institutions on progress in
achieving expected goals.

As part of the VALUE project, rubrics were developed by teams of faculty experts representing colleges and

universities across the United States through a process that examined many existing campus rubrics and related
documents for each learning outcome and incorporated additional feedback from

faculty. The rubrics articulate fundamental criteria for each learning outcome, with The VALUE rubrics
performance descriptors demonstrating progressively more sophisticated levels of reflect faculty shared
attainment. The rubrics are intended for institutional level use in evaluating and expectations for

discussing student learning, not for grading. The core expectations articulated in

all fifteen of the VALUE rubrics can and should be translated into the language

of individual campuses, disciplines, and even courses. The utility of the VALUE

rubrics is to position learning at all undergraduate levels within a basic framework e o

of expectations such that evidence of learning can by shared nationally through a u?stltutlon, mllssmn,

common dialog and understanding of student success. size, or location.
AAC&U invites faculty and campuses to use the VALUE rubrics to engage

conversations about expected student learning; to adapt and use the rubrics to assess collections of student work;

and to share with us the usefulness, effectiveness, and suggestions for improvement that emerge from campus

experience. Feedback can be sent to value@aacu.org.

essential learning
across the nation
regardless of type of
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