
DON’T DO IT ALL: 
USING RUBRICS TO TEACH WRITING

Georgina Hill, Ph.D.

Maria Rankin-Brown, Ph.D.



DON’T BURN OUT!

We can waste time on editing and 
marginal comments that are not helpful 
because we get “caught up in a little 
spasm of unhelpful irritation” 

(Peter Elbow).



GRADING FUNDAMENTALS

Be clear to students about expectations of what 
makes good writing: what is the focus on this piece of 
writing? 

Two or Three = the number of problem areas a 
student can attend to on any given paper.

Be selective about what those 2-3 will be.

Instructor commentary should contribute to student 
learning.



SELECT RESPONSE TYPES

Purpose Type Focus Evaluation

Check on

proofreading skills

Mark a selected 

passage and edit it.

May be 

accompanied with 

an editing rubric.

What was done 

well; what needs 

more attention—be 

specific

Qualitative grade:

Well done/ 

good/needs more 

attention

Assess how well a 

text (story/poem/ 

essay) was read

Guided peer 

response

Particular features 

of the text

Points for completion

Provide coaching on 

idea development

Single or group 

conferences

Provide expansion 

possibilities; uncover 

assumptions

Points for attendance 

and draft



SELECTIVE RESPONSE cont.

PURPOSE TYPE FOCUS EVALUATION

Provide feedback 

for revision prior to 

final draft 

submission

Conferences OR 

marginal and end 

notes that push for 

revision

Focus on idea

development 

rather than on 

punctuation.

Points for 

submitting draft

Demonstrate that 

you are looking at 

student work

Canned comments/

Simplistic rubric

Verify that you 

saw the paper

Participation Points

Evaluate the quality 

of the writing

Rubric Provide evaluation 

on aspects of a 

draft

Letter Grade



WHEN TO USE A HOLISTIC RUBRIC

When a single scale with all the criteria can 
be summarized together, when a single score is 
assigned for the entire project.

When grading portfolios.

When revision is not an option.



Example Holistic Rubric

Above Average: The audience is able to easily identify the focus of the work and is engaged by its clear focus 

and relevant details. Information is presented logically and naturally. There are no more than two mechanical 

errors or misspelled words to distract the reader.

Sufficient: The audience is easily able to identify the focus of the student work which is supported by relevant 

ideas and supporting details. Information is presented in a logical manner that is easily followed. There is minimal 

interruption to the work due to misspellings and/or mechanical errors.

Developing: The audience can identify the central purpose of the student work without little difficulty and 

supporting ideas are present and clear. The information is presented in an orderly fashion that can be followed 

with little difficulty. There are some misspellings and/or mechanical errors, but they do not seriously distract from 

the work.

Needs Improvement: The audience cannot clearly or easily identify the central ideas or purpose of the student 

work. Information is presented in a disorganized fashion causing the audience to have difficulty following the 

author's ideas. There are many misspellings and/or mechanical errors that negatively affect the audience's ability 

to read the work.

Taken from: http://resources.depaul.edu/teaching-commons/teaching-guides/feedback-grading/rubrics/Pages/types-of-rubrics.aspx



HOLISTIC PORTFOLIO EVALUATION

Writer ______________________

Complete Portfolio: yes no

All evaluation drafts; portfolio analysis; exemplary papers

______ Quality of Writing:

Quality is based on the characteristics evaluated throughout the term: focus, 
organization, evidence, correctness, etc. 

Final Portfolio Grade ______



WHEN TO USE AN ANALYTIC RUBRIC

When providing in-process feedback.

When providing feedback on specific 
aspects of the paper.

When a grade is determined by specific 
aspects of the paper.



Needs Improvement (1) Developing (2) Sufficient (3) Above Average (4)

Clarity (Thesis supported 

by relevant information 

and ideas.)

The purpose of the student 

work is not well-defined. 

Central ideas are not 

focused to support the 

thesis. Thoughts appear 

disconnected.

The central purpose of the 

student work is identified. 

Ideas are generally 

focused in a way that 

supports the thesis.

The central purpose of the 

student work is clear and 

ideas are almost always 

focused in a way that 

supports the thesis. 

Relevant details illustrate 

the author’s ideas.

The central purpose of the 

student work is clear and 

supporting ideas always 

are always well-focused. 

Details are relevant, 

enrich the work.

Organization 

(Sequencing of 

elements/ideas)

Information and ideas are 

poorly sequenced (the 

author jumps around). The 

audience has difficulty 

following the thread of 

thought.

Information and ideas are 

presented in an order that 

the audience can follow 

with minimum difficulty.

Information and ideas are 

presented in a logical 

sequence which is followed 

by the reader with little or 

no difficulty.

Information and ideas are 

presented in a logical 

sequence which flows 

naturally and is engaging 

to the audience.

Mechanics (Correctness 

of grammar and 

spelling)

There are five or more 

misspellings and/or 

systematic grammatical 

errors per page or 8 or 

more in the entire 

document. The readability 

of the work is seriously 

hampered by errors.

There are no more than 

four misspellings and/or 

systematic grammatical 

errors per page or six or 

more in the entire 

document. Errors distract 

from the work.

There are no more than 

three misspellings and/or 

grammatical errors per 

page and no more than 

five in the entire document. 

The readability of the 

work is minimally 

interrupted by errors.

There are no more than 

two misspelled words or 

grammatical errors in the 

document.

From: http://resources.depaul.edu/teaching-commons/teaching-guides/feedback-grading/rubrics/Pages/types-of-rubrics.aspx



SAMPLE RUBRIC Exemplary Inadequate Comments on the Paper

Style: 

Word to Word

Prose contribute to overall 

quality of paper

Proper grammar and sentence

Prose impedes argument

Frequent grammatical errors

Evidence:

Sentence to Sentence

Uses specific evidence to 

support claims

Sentences flow

Little to no evidence or irrelevant

Sentences seem to lack 

relationship

Structure: 

Paragraph to 

Paragraph

Internal logic is clear

Topic/concluding sentences 

explicitly outline argument

Internal logic lacks coherence

Transitions seem arbitrary/missing

Topic/concluding sentences absent

Argument: 

Overall Trajectory

Single, compelling argument

Audience/Purpose well 

addressed

Argument purely 

evaluative/personal

Register does not match 

audience/purpose

One thing you did well

One area that needs 

your attention

Grade: 85% = B THIS TAKES TIME, but is a good investment!



BE PURPOSEFUL

Purpose for assignment

Purpose for grading

Consider Ratio of Instructor Time Investment to 
Student Learning



Sophomore, Juniors, and 

Seniors are invited to submit a 

creative short story for the 

chance to win scholarship 

prizes to PUC: 

DUE: February 15, 2017

creativewriting@puc.edu


