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General education in the core and in the major



Surveys by 
AAC&U and 
NILOA show 
increases in 
the use of 
rubrics over 
the last 
decade.

(pg. 12 in Jankowsky 
et al., 2018 report)



“Human tool-
makers 
always make 
tools that will 
help us get 
what we 
want.”

Margaret Atwood



“Man is a tool-using 
animal. Without tools he is 
nothing, with tools he is 
all.”

Thomas Carlyle



Moving a 
piano 
without 
tools can 
be a 
comedy 
routine.



But the 
right tools 
provide 
leverage.



.

Having a 
tool is not 
the 
complete 
solution.



Which 
rubric???



What 
should 
tools like 
rubrics 
aspire to 
in order 
to be 
useful?



Schedule 
for 
session

1. Introduce model

2. Activity 1: Apply 
model to best 
practices or 
indicators about 
rubrics

3. Activity 2: Use 
model and indicators 
to explore dilemmas 



Activity 1

Use the colored dots 
to identify which 
criteria is/are most 
implicated in the 
indicator.

transparency

relevance

consistency



1. The rubrics are analytic rather than 
holistic so that results will indicate areas for 
improvement.

Transparency



2. The procedures strive for consistency in 
results over time, across raters, and by 
individual raters.

Consistency



3. The standards are realistic while 
establishing room for growth (i.e., if 100% of 
students are doing great, then that doesn’t give 
the program anywhere to go.)

Relevance



4. The artifacts evaluated are comparable in 
substantive ways.

Consistency



5. The expectations are public and shared with 
students.

Transparency



6. The artifacts assessed are of the type of 
writing that program faculty have decided they 
want their students to be able to produce.

Relevance



7. There are training sessions with exemplars 
for each level in the rubric.

Consistency



8. The program includes instruction on the 
intended outcome throughout the curriculum 
and in multiple assignments.

Transparency



9. There is agreement among the program 
faculty on the expectations, and they have all 
“bought into” these outcomes for the program.

Transparency



10. The top level describes what students 
should be able to do by the end of the program, 
not what they have been able to do in the past.

Relevance



11. The rubric identifies the goals for the end of 
the program, not the goals for a single 
assignment.

Transparency



12. The assessment procedures are designed 
to assess the expectations that have been 
defined.

Relevance



13. Inter- and intra-rater reliability is evaluated.

Consistency



14. The writing that is assessed is produced 
toward the end of the students’ programs and 
is evaluated for meeting what’s expected of 
students at that point.

Relevance



15. There is a rubric or other tool that identifies 
both the dimensions of writing being assessed 
and the standards of writing being assessed 
(generally the two axes in rubrics)

Transparency



16. The results indicate what students do well 
and what they and the program need to work 
on.

Relevance



Act ivit y 2

1. Which one of the 
three categories is 
the most salient 
issue?
▸ transparency
▸ relevance
▸ consistency

2. What sorts of 
suggestions 
would you give the 
program?



References

Bean, J. C. (2011). Using rubrics to develop and apply grading criteria. Engaging ideas: The 
professor’s guide to integrating writing, critical thinking, and active learning in the classroom (2nd 
ed., pp. 267-289). San Francis co: J os s ey-Bas s .

Creating and using rubrics (n.d.) Univers ity of Hawaii, Manoa. As s es s ment. Retrieved from 
http://manoa.hawaii.edu/as s es s ment/howto/rubrics .htm

Jankowski, N.A., Timmer, J.D., Kinzie, J., & Kuh, G.D. (2018, January). Assessment that matters: 
Trending toward practices that document authentic student learning. Urbana, Ill: Univers ity of 
Illinois  and Indiana Univers ity. National Ins titute for Learning Outcomes  As s es s ment (NILOA).

NILOA Learning Outcomes Resource Library. Search us ing “Rubric.”    
http://www.learningoutcomes as s es s ment.org/publications .html

http://manoa.hawaii.edu/assessment/howto/rubrics.htm
http://www.learningoutcomesassessment.org/publications.html


Rhodes, T. L. (2010). Assessing outcomes and improving achievement: Tips and tools for using 
rubrics. AAC&U.

Rubrics (n.d.). University of Texas Faculty Innovation Center.  Retrieved from 
https:/ / facultyinnovate.utexas.edu/sites/default/ files/build-rubric.pdf

Sample rubrics (2012). AAHLE. Maintained by Susan Hatfield at Winona State Univ.  Retrieved from 
http:/ / course1.winona.edu/shatfield/air/ rubrics.htm

Suskie, L. (2018). Rubric development. In C. Secolsky and D. B. Denison (Eds.) Handbook on 
measurement, assessment, and evaluation in higher education. (2nd ed., pp. 545-558). New York, NY: 
Routledge.

Suskie, L. (2018, Sept. 2). Should rubrics  be as s ignment-s pecific? A common-s ens e approach to 
as s es s ment and accreditation. [blog] Retrieved from https ://www.lindas us kie.com/apps /blog/
[Search in this  blog for other entries  on rubrics .]

https://facultyinnovate.utexas.edu/sites/default/files/build-rubric.pdf
http://course1.winona.edu/shatfield/air/rubrics.htm
https://www.lindasuskie.com/apps/blog/


Timmerman, B. E. C., Strickland, D. C., Johnson, R.L., & Payne, J. R. (2011). Development of a 
‘universal’ rubric for assessing undergraduates’ scientific reasoning skills using scientific 
writing. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 36, (5), 509– 547.

Trends in Learning Outcomes Assessment: Key Findings from a Survey among Administrators at 
AAC&U Member Institutions (2016). Hart Res earch As s ociates  and AAC&U. Was hington, DC. 
Retrieved from https ://www.aacu.org/s ites /default/files /files /LEAP/2015_Survey_Report3.pdf

Turbow, D.J., Werner, T.P., Lowe, E., & Vu, H.Q. (2016). Norming a written communication 
rubric in a graduate health s cience cours e. Journal of Allied Health, 45, (3), pp. 37-42. 

Wiggins, G. (1998). Scoring rubrics . In Educative assessment: Designing assessments to inform 
and improve student performance (pp. 153-185). San Francis co: J os s ey-Bas s .

https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/LEAP/2015_Survey_Report3.pdf


CONTACTS

Presentation template by SlidesCarnival under Creative Commons license.

Contacts: 

Joanne at jlmatson@ualr.edu
Department of Rhetoric and Writing
University of Arkansas - Little Rock

Belinda at blblevins@ualr.edu
Department of Psychology
University of Arkansas - Little Rock

http://www.slidescarnival.com/
mailto:jlmatson@ualr.edu
mailto:blblevins@ualr.edu


“We become what we behold. 
We shape our tools, and 
thereafter our tools shape us.”

Marshall McLuhan



“Using Rubrics to Assess General Education: Power & Pitfalls” 
Joanne Liebman Matson & Belinda Blevins-Knabe 

IUPUI Assessment Institute, October 22, 2018 
 

 

Dilemma 1 - “We’ll know It when we see it” 

 

Context: An annual report for program-level assessment of writing in a discipline 
 
LO: Students will be able to demonstrate effective communication skills. 
 
Method: papers were collected from students with at least 90 hours in the 
appropriate courses and scored by two faculty members. 

 
Results: The average of the two reviewer scores  on a four-point scale from 1 to 4  for 
the four artifacts collected were 2.5, 4.0, 3.5, and 4.0. The overall average was a 3.5.   

 
 
What should they focus on to make their assessment more useful? 

 
Transparency? 
 
Relevance? 
 
Consistency? 
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Dilemma 2 -- “It’s clear as mud” 

 

Context: An annual report for program-level assessment of writing in a discipline 
 
LO 1: Present [disciplinary] analysis and arguments in a clear written and oral form, 
including the ability to construct an argument by marshalling evidence in an 
appropriate and logical fashion.  
 
LO 2: Write a research paper that asks a significant [disciplinary] question, answers it 
with a clear thesis and a logical argument, supports it with both primary and 
secondary sources, documents it appropriately, and is written in clear and artful prose 
with the grammar and spelling associated with formal composition.  
 
Methods for both:  Each graduating senior [discipline] major was required to submit 
what they considered to be their best paper written for a [discipline] course at 
[university]. The complete set of 22 papers was then evaluated by members of the 
Department Curriculum Committee. Each paper was read and evaluated by two 
members of the Department Curriculum Committee. 
 
Scoring for both: Papers were scored using the rubric on the back on a scale from 1 to 
5. 
 
Results for both: Average score: 3.9. Scores ranged from 3 to 5. 
 
Action Plan Based on Assessment Results for This Year’s Report: The results of this 
year's assessment suggest that students who have completed a [discipline] major are 
well equipped with effective research and writing skills. A few of the papers submitted 
were not true "research" papers, which meant that they received a score of "N/A" for 
Learning Outcome y. In the future, we will specify that graduating seniors should 
submit a substantial research paper. 

 
What should they focus on to make their assessment more useful? 

Transparency? 
Relevance? 
Consistency? 
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Rubric for [Discipline] Papers -- Dilemma 2 
 
Paper earns a 5 (Excellent--greatly exceeds expectations)  if it 

Has a clearly articulated and insightful thesis  
Supports thesis with rich details  
Incorporates and properly cites multiple sources representing differing points of 
view/perspectives  
Offers insightful analysis 
Makes no factual errors or omissions  
Is well-organized with no grammar or spelling mistakes  

 
Paper earns a 4 (Good--exceeds expectations) if it 

Has a thesis statement 
Supports thesis with some details 
Incorporates and acknowledges [but without proper citation] several sources representing 
differing points of view/perspectives 
Offers some analysis  
Makes no factual errors, but may have some omissions  
Is well-organized  with few grammar or spelling mistakes  

 
Paper earns a 3 (Adequate--meets expectations)  if it 

Has an undeveloped and unclear thesis 
Offers some support for the thesis 
Incorporates and acknowledges at least 2 sources representing differing points of 
view/perspectives but may not cite them correctly 
Offers little analysis, instead mostly regurgitating facts 
Contains several factual errors or omissions 
Is mostly organized but has grammar and/or spelling mistakes 

 
Paper earns a 2 (Poor--does not meet expectations)  if it 

Has no apparent thesis 
Offers minimal support for the thesis 
Incorporates little or no material from differing points of view or perspectives. Any sources 
included are not acknowledge or cited properly.  
Offers no analysis 
Contains many factual errors and/or omissions 
Is somewhat organized  with grammar and/or spelling errors  

 
Paper earns a 1 (unacceptable)  if it 

Has no coherent argument 
Offers no supporting details 
Incorporates no source material or plagiarizes sources 
Contains many factual errors or does not cover topic adequately  
Is poorly organized with many grammar & spelling errors  
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Dilemma 3 -- Teaching to the test 
 
Context: An annual report on assessment by a curricular area covering 2 disciplines in the 
general education core. There are common learning goals and outcomes.  The learning 
objectives are course-specific.  The goals and outcomes were approved by the Faculty 
Senate.  The learning objectives were developed by the departments and were approved 
by the General Education Committee charged with oversight of the general education core. 
 
 
 
The annual assessment report includes the following statement: 
 

We find that the rubric does not fit the assignments we use. Do we all have to use the 
same assignment? It is easier to score when we all use the same assignment.  But 
instructors do not want to change their assignments to fit assessment.  Isn’t that 
teaching to the test? 

 
 
 
What should the General Education Committee  focus on to help this group?  
 
             Transparency? 

 
Relevance? 
 
Consistency? 
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Dilemma 4 -- We’re wonderful  
 
Context: An annual assessment report by a curricular area covering a single discipline in the 
general education core.  Each curricular area has common learning goals and outcomes for 
all courses.  The learning objectives are course specific.  The Faculty Senate approved the 
goals and outcomes.  Learning objectives were developed by the faculty responsible for 
the course and were approved by the General Education Committee charged with 
oversight of the general education core.   
 
The annual report  covers the results for Educational Goal- Skills 1- Communication-“At the 
end of the course students should be able to use oral or written or visual skills to communicate to 
others about ideas, theories, methods, and/or application." Faculty in the curricular area 
sampled  student work from multiple courses for a total of 102 student assessment 
artifacts.  Table 1  shows the number of student assessments (artifacts)  classified into each 
category of the rating scale for all courses in this curricular area. 
 
Table 1 
Educational 
Goal   

Advanced 
(4) 

Proficient 
(3) 

Novice 
(2) 

Not Met 
(1) 

Absent 
(0) 

Total Curricular Area 
assessments 

Skills 1    9  42  36  11  2  102 
Rating Scale  
0- Absent- made no attempt at 
1- Not met- made little attempt at 
2-Novice-Attempted but not always successful at  
3- Proficient-Attempted and was usually successful at 
4- Advanced -Was successful at 
 

Conclusions listed in the annual assessment report: 
 

Results do not indicate the need for fundamental change in our core courses 
 

The skills 1 goal was accomplished in all sections that were assessed regardless of format 
or type of artifact. 

 
 
What should they focus on to make their assessment more useful? 

Transparency? 
Relevance? 
Consistency? 
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“Using Rubrics to Assess General Education: Power & Pitfalls” 
IUPUI Assessment Institute, October 22, 2018 
Joanne Liebman Matson & Belinda Blevins-Knabe 
jlmatson@ualr.edu     blblevins@ualr.edu 
 
What’s described in this document is 
aspirational. Programs will need to adapt to 
their circumstances and culture. The 
ultimate question that all of these indicators 
lead toward is whether the assessment 
procedures lead to information that can be 
the basis for (re-)designing curriculum and 
instruction--i.e., whether it is useful. 
 
Here are three  questions to consider in 
reviewing the assessment procedures for 
writing (or for any program goal): 

 

1. ARE THE PROGRAM EXPECTATIONS TRANSPARENT? 
 

That is, has the program defined what students at the end of the program (whether core or a major) 
should be able to do with respect to writing? 
 

Here are some indicators the program expectations are explicit: 
 

a. There is agreement among the program faculty on the expectations, and they have all 
“bought in” to these outcomes for the program. 

 
b. There is a rubric or other tool that identifies both the dimensions of writing being assessed and 

the standards of writing being assessed. (These are generally the two axes in rubrics.)  
 

c. The rubrics are analytic rather than holistic so that results will indicate areas for improvement. 
 

d. The rubric or other methodology identifies the goals for a student at the end of the program, 
not the goals for a single assignment. 
 

e. The expectations are public and shared with students. 
 

f. The program includes instruction on the intended outcome throughout the curriculum and in 
multiple assignments. 
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2. IS THE USE OF THE ASSESSMENT RUBRICS RELEVANT? 
 
Here are some indicators the rubrics are relevant--or valid, to use the more technical term:: 
 
a. The assessment rubrics are designed to assess the expectations that have been defined. 

 
b. The “artifacts” assessed are of the type of writing that program faculty have decided they 

want their students to be able to produce. (i.e., if the program faculty want students to be 
able to write a sustained, researched argument, then that’s what they need to collect from 
students). 
 

c. The writing that is assessed is produced toward the end of the students’ programs and is 
evaluated for meeting what’s expected of students at that point. (Mid-point assessments can 
certainly provide helpful information, but need to be interpreted in the context of a 
developing student.) 
 

d. The results indicate what students do well and what they (and by extension, the program) 
need to work on. 
 

e. The standards are realistic while establishing room for growth (i.e., if 100% of students are 
doing great, then that doesn’t give the program anywhere to go.) 
 

f. The top level describes what students should be able to do by the end of the program, not 
what they have been able to do in the past.  

 
 
 

3. IS THE USE OF THE RUBRIC LIKELY TO LEAD TO CONSISTENT 
RESULTS? 

 
Here are some indicators the procedures are likely to be consistent (aka reliable): 
 
a. The use of the rubric  strive for consistency in results over time, across raters, and by 

individual raters. 
 
b. There are training sessions with exemplars for each level in the rubric. 

 
c.  Inter- and intra-rater reliability are evaluated. 

 
d. The artifacts evaluated are comparable in substantive ways. (This doesn’t mean there must be 

a single, common assignment. But the difficulty and scope and type  of the writing tasks 
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should be comparable.) 
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