
Many of us are grading longer papers at this point in the semester, and it can sometimes feel overwhelming.  I thought this would be a good time to send out the reminder that this need not be an exercise in frustration!  As a follow up to the last two issues of the Bulletin (which focused on giving effective feedback on drafts), this issue is about grading rubrics.  
By the time you’re grading a paper (even if you’ve not required earlier drafts), there is simply no need to comment extensively or mark-up every error.  Writing an overall assessment is essential; becoming their copy-editor is not! This is where student performance is being evaluated, and most students are interested in only one thing:  the grade.  If you’ve made expectations clear, this should be a straightforward process, and it can be made easier with the use of rubrics.  
A footnote on working with your students on drafts.  Michael Robertson wrote to me after the last issue of the Bulletin to recommend promoting this alternative method for providing effective feedback to help students revise.  With his permission, I’ve copied it here: 
“I hope in a future bulletin you'll address the strategy that I use for commenting on drafts:  I don't write a word.  Instead, I meet with students in 20-minute conferences.  We talk about the essay, they make notes.  . . . . the advantages of this system [are]:  It keeps us focused on big-picture issues of content, audience, purpose, organization rather than surface-level issues; it means I don't have to carry any papers home; it builds relationships with students; it makes my job immensely more satisfying).  . . . [T]his option . . .  is very doable in a class of 15-18 students.  With 18 students, one can spread 6 hours of conference over 2 days, and it's relatively painless.   I find 20 minutes is the minimum for commenting on a draft in writing, whereas I'm able to keep conferences to a maximum of 20 minutes.”
I sometimes see people roll their eyes when they hear the word “rubric.”  I think I did too about 6 years ago when I first encountered them!  But after just a few explorations, I became hooked and I can’t imagine grading papers without them. They are well worth the initial effort it takes to design them: you have an assignment-specific rubric that you can use again and again, or modify easily for future use;  grading truly is faster and easier;  and, by sharing the rubric with students when you distribute the assignment, you will notice a marked improvement in their papers—rarely will you receive papers that are so off the mark that you wonder what assignment they were reading, and more often you’ll have successful (or at least authentic) efforts to achieve the objectives.  Here are some very simple steps for designing one:
1. Review the intended outcomes of the assignment. What do you want students to gain from doing this assignment?  What skills should they be able to demonstrate?  Another way to think about this is:  what do you expect in these papers? It’s important to be specific and to prioritize your expectations.  It’s very difficult to grade a paper if you’ve left out a major component that you expect to see and view as essential!  
2. Translate these outcomes into the criteria by which the paper will be evaluated.  Keep the total number of criteria to between 5-10, fewer if applicable, but not more than 10.
3. Decide how many levels of proficiency you want to include.  For example, three (weak, satisfactory, or strong), five (based on grades A-F) or some other set-up based on points.
4. Determine the relative weight of each criterion.  Some rubrics list the points for each level of quality, and these can vary from criterion to criterion.  
5. Now write out the descriptions for each level.  For example, what specific features will an A paper’s thesis have? What will an A paper contain in terms of the evidence used to support the thesis?  Describe the characteristics of a student’s paper as specifically as possible at each level in each criterion.  Sometimes it’s best to describe the best possible paper in all its facets first, next describe the worst possible paper, and then fill in the intermediate levels. Other people start at the bottom and work their way up, including phrases such as “includes the previous box plus has xyz,” but here the lowest level must meet minimum expectations.
In designing a rubric for my current FSP class, for example, I knew that I wanted students to develop their skills in applying the findings of a sociological study by David Karp to two memoirs we had read.  This element was going to be worth a substantial part of the grade.  I soon realized, however, that listing the levels of proficiency for this skill did not fully address the closely related skills that make such an application possible.  Here’s what I wrote first:

· Applies Karp’s concepts to the texts carefully and insightfully  
· Applies Karp`s concepts to the texts with insight but is occasionally vague
· Applies some of Karp`s concepts to the texts, or applies all of them but without a nuanced understanding of the complexity of the texts

· Applies only a few of Karp`s concepts, often vaguely with no insight or attention to detail
· Applies few, if any, of Karp`s concepts, with little insight
· Does not apply Karp to the memoirs; summarizes the memoirs only
In the end, I included the building block skills as well:  students needed to demonstrate an accurate understanding of Karp’s ideas (Full and accurate understanding of every concept . . . Accurate understanding of most concepts, but some concepts may be missing . . . Minimal or faulty understanding of several concepts . . . Minimal or faulty understanding of most concepts, and/or many concepts missing . . . Completely inaccurate understanding of concepts);  furthermore, they needed to support their claims about whether Karp’s ideas are born out in the memoirs by providing concrete examples (Convincingly supports claims with concrete examples from the texts . . . Supports most claims with concrete examples from the texts . . . Only sometimes supports claims with concrete examples, or does so unconvincingly . . . Frequently fails to support claims convincingly with concrete examples from the texts . . . Does not support claims with concrete examples from the texts).  Finally, I included two other important components for this paper:  organization, and usage/grammar/spelling/documentation (with gradations for each level of quality).
Here are two especially good rubrics that may serve as models as you design your own:  
1. For a financial case analysis:
http://faculty.css.edu/dsurges/ASSESSMENT/EVALUATIONRUBRIC--cases-6500.htm
2.  For critical thinking:

http://www.winona.edu/air/resourcelinks/Critical%20Thinking-long.pdf
If you’re stuck, and want a basic format to get you started, Rubistar provides an online tool with standardized criteria and descriptions that you can revise to meet your needs: 
http://rubistar.4teachers.org/index.php
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