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Rubrics for teacher  
education in  
 community college

Traditional assessment techniques may not afford all stu-
dents the opportunity to demonstrate their knowledge and 
skills. Rubrics may help students reach the objectives of an 
assignment. In this study, two rubrics were introduced to 
55 community college students in two sections of an under-
graduate education class. The first rubric was used to grade 
an assignment after completion of the project. The second 
rubric was distributed to the students before they completed 
an assignment. Student response to the experience is sur-
veyed. Most students preferred to have the rubric in advance 
and reported that the rubric helped clarify the assignment. 
Three instructors used the rubric to re-grade anonymous 
term papers. Inter-rater reliability patterns seem to indicate 
that rubrics may increase objectivity in grading. 
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Introduction
The need for alternative assessments has been well 
documented (Wiggins, 1992; Brualdi, 1998; Browder, 
Spooner & Algozzine, 2003; and Byrnes, 2004). 
Soon after the 1983 landmark publication by the Na-
tional Commission on Excellence, A Nation at Risk, 
it was recognized that “ ... most of our present test-
ing programs are poor instruments for improvement 
or maintenance of standards” (Resnick & Resnick, 
1985, p.17). Lewis (1997) found that changes in as-
sessment lead to changes in curriculum. Standard-
ized tests are severely criticized for their questionable 
reliability and validity (Popham, 1999; Worthen, 
White, Fan & Sudweeks, 1999; and Steeves, Hodg-
son & Peterson, 2002). There is an ongoing debate 
over the use of standardized measures for high stakes 
decisions (Kleinhart & Kennedy, 1999; Sacks, 2000, 
Nezavdal, 2003; and Baines & Stanley, 2004). Us-
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ing performance tasks has been 
proposed as either an alternative 
or a supplemental assessment. It 
is imperative that we attempt to 
standardize criteria and scoring as 
much as possible (O’Neil, 1992). 
To this end, educators have begun 
using rubrics as an in-class, school, 
district, city, and even statewide 
tool. It is suggested that future 
teachers need hands-on experi-
ence with rubrics as part of their 
training. The current research asks 
several questions: Will teacher ed-
ucation students and faculty find 
rubrics useful, helpful, clear, and 
easy to use? Will teacher education 
students and faculty be interested 
in using rubrics in the future? Will 
instructors’ grades be similar when 
using rubrics?

Background and  
literature review
The University of Minnesota Insti-
tute for Learning Disabilities intro-
duced curriculum-based measure-
ment (CBM) in the 1980s under 
the direction of Stanley L. Deno 
and Phyllis Mirkin. Increasing the 
reliability and validity of CBM 
procedures was the goal (Deno, 
1987). “CBM has been portrayed as 
more than a measurement system, 
however, and as a commitment to 
a problem-solving model of resolv-
ing educational challenges” (Shinn, 
Nolet and Knutson, 1990). It is 
believed that performance tasks 
help educators gain information 
about the abilities and knowledge 
of learners of English as a second 
language (Warren & Goodwin, 
1990). Alternative assessment tech-

niques were introduced to be used 
with the increasing culturally and 
linguistically diverse school popu-
lation. A common claim is that 
standardized tests, by their na-
ture, include cultural bias (Wilson 
& Martin, 2000; Solano-Flores & 
Trumbull, 2003). As multi-cultural 
representation in American school 
systems grows, educators need 
more reflective methods of assess-
ment, as well as teaching strategies. 
These theories extend to the edu-
cation of students with disabilities 
(Meltzer, 1992). Fuchs and Fuchs 
(1995) state that CBM can be used 
with a class-wide orientation for 
low, average, and high achieving 
students; but for students with 
learning disabilities, CBM needs to 
focus on individuals.

Currently, the trend in the na-
tion to raise academic standards in 
schools, while including students 
with special needs in general educa-
tion classes, is evidenced by recent 
legislation in the No Child Left Be-
hind Act, 2001, and the Individu-
als with Disabilities Education Im-
provement Act, 2004. The dilemma 
for educators is that as they include 
more students in traditional assess-
ment, the normative data becomes 
less meaningful and true progress 
of individuals may be missed. Ab-
genyega and Jiggetts (1999) believe 
that minority and bilingual chil-
dren may have been referred for 
special education services in or-
der to claim test exemption status, 
thereby manipulating national test 
scores to produce artificial positive 
skews in the Bell Curve. Inclusion 
may reduce this possibility. The 
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rubric may be a solution to raising 
standards while focusing on student 
learning outcomes.

Historically, rubric was a theolog-
ical term used to describe an outline, 
which may be a plan of action. Dur-
ing the late 1980s, rubrics originated 
in the study of religion. Between 
1990 and 1992, the rubric began to 
make its appearance on the educa-
tional scene as a tool for grading 
curriculum-based tasks. There are 
many advantages of using rubrics. 
The following list is a combination 
of thoughts from the author and the 
work of Goodrich (1997).

• The standard of excellence is made 
clear. 

• The scoring criteria are objective. 
• The gradations of quality are 

explicit. 
• Students are aware of teacher 

expectations. 
• Students receive feedback about 

strengths and weaknesses. 
• Rubrics make scoring more 

efficient for teachers.
• There is flexibility to 

accommodate a wide variety of 
student populations. 

• Actual learning experiences are 
reflected in the task and measured. 

• The language is positive and thus 
gives students the message of trust.
Previous research has focused 

on the use of rubrics for a variety 
of content areas in various grades. 
Rubrics are not as common at the 
higher education level. Hanna and 
Smith (1998) successfully used ru-
brics for interns in counselor edu-
cation. Moni, Beswick and Moni 
(2005) used dentistry students’ 
feedback to develop an assessment 
rubric for constructing a concept 
map in physiology. Truemper 

(2004) used a scoring rubric to 
facilitate evaluation of graduate 
level nursing students. Two stud-
ies present rubrics that were used 
for grading the technology proj-
ects of college students (Roberts, 
2005; and Tufte, 2005). Andrade 
and Du (2005) used rubrics with 14 
undergraduate teacher education 
students. The students reported 
feeling less anxious, producing 
higher quality work, and earning a 
better grade when using the rubric. 
However, the study also found that 
most students didn’t read the en-
tire rubric and used it as a tool to 
satisfy a particular instructor, rath-
er than the standards of the disci-
pline. Andrade (2005) gives recom-
mendations on how to use rubrics 
with undergraduate and graduate 
students.

At community colleges, the fac-
ulty is responsible for raising stan-
dards while preparing students for 
senior college. Since community 
colleges attract a wide age, ethnic, 
and ability range of students, ru-
brics may be a useful tool to help 
meet the goals of faculty and stu-
dents in community colleges. The 
present study introduced the use 
of rubrics to two classes and two 
instructors in the Early Child-
hood Education program at Kings-
borough Community College in 
Brooklyn, New York. The student 
response to using rubrics was ex-
plored using a Likert-type survey, 
while the instructor response was 
explored with a series of open-
ended questions. In addition, inter-
rater patterns between instructor 
grades are presented.
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Methodology
Rubrics were introduced to fifty-
five students in two sections of an 
undergraduate education class, at 
Kingsborough Community Col-
lege of the City University of New 
York. The class, Social Sciences in 
Education, focuses on teaching so-
cial studies through integrated cur-
ricula in early childhood through 
middle schools. Two rubrics were 
created for the two major term as-
signments. During creation of the 
rubrics, thought was given to the 
wording of positive expectations 
and the degrees of excellence. 

As the students presented a proj-
ect in class, the first rubric was used 
for grading (see Appendix A). The 
students did not have access to the 
rubric in advance. Before the due 
date for the term paper, the second 
rubric was distributed (see Appen-
dix B). The author graded all of the 
class assignments by circling parts 
of the rubrics, adding comments 
where necessary, and then assign-
ing a letter grade to the entire proj-
ect. The rubrics were returned to 
the students with their work. 

The second rubric (Museum 
Assignment) was shared with two 
additional instructors who teach 
the same course. For the purposes 
of comparison, two anonymous 
museum papers were re-graded by 
each instructor using the rubric. 
The instructors were coded Rater Y 
and Z for the purpose of exploring 
inter-rater reliability.

Fifty-one students responded to 
a survey, using a Likert-type scale 
(see Appendix C). The survey at-

tempted to probe initial reactions 
to rubric use and to compare the 
experience of using the first and 
second rubrics. The two instruc-
tors were given a short question-
naire regarding their new experi-
ence using rubrics (see Appendix 
D). Additional comments, written 
or verbal, were invited from stu-
dents and instructors. 

Analysis
Survey responses presented in 
Table 1 show that most of the stu-
dents — 99% — reported that they 
had never encountered rubrics 
before. Only one student/mother 
believes that the list her daughter’s 
third grade teacher sends home 
for reports is a form of a rubric 
because it lays out the criteria of 
a high quality report. Most stu-
dents — 90% — reported using the 
museum rubric and 88% found it 
helpful, 96% clear and 80% easy 
to use. Additionally, 100% of the 
respondents would like to use ru-
brics again. A comparison of the 
Backyard History Rubric, which 
students received only after com-
pleting the assignment, with the 
Museum Rubric, which was given 
to students before they prepared 
the assignment, shows that only 
10% of the respondents found the 
Backyard History Rubric helpful 
whereas 85% of the respondents 
found the Museum Rubric helpful.

Student comments about the 
Museum Rubric seemed to fall into 
three categories: 80% positive, 10% 
confused, and 10% viewing the 
rubric as extra work. There was 
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definite preference for having the rubric in advance, to consult as they 
prepared their work. Sample comments from students are listed below.

1.  Positive comments: 
	 It was great! 
	Before the rubric, I didn’t know where to start. 
	 It made it easy. 
	 It was like a recipe; you just follow it. 
	 I just went one by one and did it.

2.  Comments indicating confusion:
	 I wasn’t sure how to use it.
	 It looked confusing. 

3.  Comment indicating that the rubric was viewed as extra work:
	 I know what to do, so I didn’t really look at it.
The following comments relate to the Backyard History Rubric, which 

students did not have in advance:

• It was not fair because we didn’t know that you were using that.
• I didn’t know what to expect. 
• When I saw it, I said, “What is it?”

Table 1:  Results of student experiences survey (N=51)

Question Percent of responses  
Very or Extremely (�-5)

1) Did you use the Museum rubric? 90

2) Was the Museum rubric helpful? 88

3) Did the rubric make the assignment clear? 96

4) Was the rubric easy to use? 80

5) Was the Backyard History rubric helpful? 10

6) Did you ever see a rubric before? 99% answered “No”

7) Would you like to use rubrics again? 100% answered “Yes”

Table 2: Numeric equivalent to letter grades assigned by instructors
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Inter-rater reliability could not 
be calculated with the sample size 
of three. However, the equivalent 
numerical values of assigned grades 
are presented in a scatter plot in 
Table 2. A visual analysis of the 
patterns seem to suggest that using 
the rubric may have increased ob-
jectivity in grading. 

Apparently, the term papers 
were graded very similarly when 
the instructors used the rubric. 
For term paper 1, Rater X gave an 
A, when Rater Y gave an A- and 
Rater Z gave a B+. Raters Y and 
Z both commented that without 
the rubric, they think that the 
first paper would have been an A, 
and the rubric held the work to a 
higher standard. For term paper 2, 
Rater X gave a C-, when both Rat-
ers Y and Z gave C’s. Here all three 
instructors commented that the ru-
bric highlighted weaknesses in the 
paper. All of the grades for each 
paper were within the range of half 
a grade. The pattern portrayed in 
the table displays the difference 
between the two papers and the 
similarity in grading. This appears 
significant because there was very 
little variation in grading between 
raters. 

The two additional instructors’ 
comments were insightful. They 
both reported that they expected 
the rubric to be hard to use and 
extra work. However, by the sec-
ond paper the rubric became famil-
iar and actually quite easy. They 
also agreed that the assignment 
was accurately reflected in the ru-
bric with clear, fair, and relevant 
instructional objectives. One of 

the instructors declared that she 
felt that using a rubric would make 
her a “much harder grader.” She 
was certain that before assigning 
a grade below “B,” she would of-
fer the student the opportunity to 
re-do the paper with the necessary 
corrections. The rubric could be 
helpful in isolating the absent ele-
ments. Additionally, it was noted 
that the Museum assignment rubric 
was missing some vital components 
such as credit given to quality of 
ideas, creativity, thoughtfulness 
and effort. Furthermore, both in-
structors realized that the weight of 
each section toward the total grade 
should be included. For example, 
for the Museum assignment the 
Curriculum Web, Activity Plan 
and Graphic Organizer would 
each be worth 20%. The Introduc-
tion and Class Trip would each be 
worth 10%.

Discussion
The survey respondents over-
whelmingly reported a positive ex-
perience using rubrics. The results 
indicate that rubrics were a useful 
grading tool, which appeared to 
assist students in producing high 
quality work. Since rubrics help to 
approach standardization of perfor-
mance tasks, when the criteria are 
clear, students are better equipped 
to attain the goal. For example, 
there are quantified requirements 
posted on several parts of the Back-
yard History Assignment Rubric 
(Appendix A) and the Museum 
Assignment Rubric (Appendix B). 
In the Backyard History Rubric, 
three pages of The New York Times 
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are required for a grade of A and a 
minimum of three generations on 
the Family Tree is required for a 
grade of A. When the gradations 
of quality are specific, grading is 
more likely to be objective and reli-
able. Students can have a clear in-
dication of any weaknesses in their 
work. The rubric empowers stu-
dents to revise and improve their 
assignment.

Students strongly preferred 
having the rubric prior to complet-
ing their work. Occasionally, stu-
dents are involved in the design 
of the rubric. Skillings & Ferrell 
(2000) found that when second and 
third grade students collaborate on 
deciding what is the “very best,” 

“okay,” and “not so good” levels, 
they reach for high standards in 
a low-anxiety environment. Being 
involved in meta-cognitive activi-
ties (thinking about thinking) be-
comes a learning experience in its 
own right. Although during the 
current study the students did not 
participate in the creation of either 
rubric, it would be an interesting 
task for the future. At the commu-
nity college level, students could be 
engaged in brainstorming sessions 
and/or producing sample drafts of 
aspects of the assignments.

In response to the question-
naire and during face-to-face meet-
ings, the instructors provided valu-
able formal and informal feedback. 
They agreed that designing rubrics 
requires content from multiple 
sources to insure that all aspects 
of the assignment are clear and 
included in the rubric. Whether 
or not to include weighted values 

for parts of the rubric needs to be 
considered. When using number 
grades, the weight of each aspect 
is important to clarify how grades 
were determined. In the two ru-
brics discussed above, students 
were receiving a letter grade. The 
value of each element of the assign-
ment could have been used.

Recommendations for  
quality rubrics

Although rubrics have become 
popular in recent years, certain 
aspects distinguish quality rubrics. 
It is recommended that the cre-
ator of the rubric first determine 
the major goals of the assignment 
and then carefully add detailed 
objectives that would demonstrate 
student achievement of the goals. 
For example, a major goal of stu-
dents visiting a museum is for fu-
ture teachers to be able to develop 
theme-based instruction. In the 
Curriculum Web part of the Muse-
um Assignment Rubric (Appendix 
B), the theme was expected to be 
well-defined and age appropriate. 
Then the number of required cur-
riculum areas and developmentally 
appropriate activities need to be 
stated. The students had freedom 
in choosing the target age group 
and curriculum areas. For the ru-
bric to be used as an authentic as-
sessment tool, it is imperative that 
the required skills have been taught 
and practiced in class. Before going 
to a museum, the class designed 
hypothetical thematic instruction 
in small groups. It is important to 
be flexible in planning so that the 
standards on the rubric can be ad-
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justed to fit the assignment. 

When creating a quality mea-
surement tool, educators must 
carefully word the standards of ex-
cellence. The expectations must be 
clear and specific. The gradations 
of excellence should be precise 
while presented in positive state-
ments. Even though the lower lev-
els of criteria will represent missing 
or incomplete work, it is impera-
tive that the rubric does not pres-
ent the lower levels as an option. 
For example, in the Introduction 
part of the Museum Assignment 
Rubric (Appendix B), rather than 
state that the student did not go 
to a museum or did not write an 
adequate introduction and thus re-
ceived a grade of D, the wording 
remains positive with some exam-
ples of incorrect trips. The grade 
of D still assumes that the student 
attempted to go somewhere or find 
out about a place. The omission of 
a grade of F on the rubric obvious-
ly means that if the student did not 
prove she had attended a museum, 
she would not pass the assignment. 
The higher gradations reflect great-
er amounts of information and 
thought. To receive a grade of A 
on the introduction, the students 
were required to write a detailed 
account of their experience. Fewer 
details result in a lower grade. 

Conclusion
This study included several as-
sumptions and limitations. It was 
assumed that all respondents were 
honest. The survey and question-
naire were not tested for validity or 
reliability. The students in the sam-
ple were chosen by virtue of being 
enrolled in the course and studying 
to be future teachers. The instruc-
tors in the sample were chosen 
simply because they were teaching 
the same course during the same 
semester. Furthermore, the survey 
and questionnaire would not be 
considered inclusive of all possible 
areas of study. Future research may 
include correlating survey respons-
es with grades on the assignments. 
One may examine the internal 
consistency of the project grades 
with other measures of class per-
formance such as attendance, class 
participation and examinations. 
Exploration of reliability between 
raters who do not teach the class 
and with larger grading samples 
would yield additional replication 
of the use of rubrics as an objective 
grading tool. Future research may 
modify the study by attempting 
to use a control group of students 
who do not receive the rubric. 
Creating the control would be dif-
ficult since students tend to share 
information and are encouraged 
to collaborate during their studies. 
Investigation of teacher attitudes 
toward using rubrics and possible 
attitude change could be informa-
tive. Overall, the study supports 
the hypothesis that rubrics can be 
useful and versatile tools.
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Appendix A. The history assignment that was distributed to 
the class.

BACKYARD HISTORY PROJECT 

This assignment is based on the required book, My Backyard History, by 
David Weitzmann. Little Brown Publishers. 

Part 1 

In the library, find The New York Times from the day you were born. (If 
it was on strike, choose a date that is close to your birth date.) 

Read, copy and bring to class the first page and any accompanying 
pages that interest you. Look at pages 60-71 in your book for ideas. 

Who was the president? Who was the Governor of New York State? 
Who was the Mayor of New York City? 

What international, national and local events were in the news that day? 

Who were some of the famous personalities of that time? 

Research that time period by interviewing relatives to see what they 
recall from that time period, not just surrounding your birth. 

Reflect on the material you have gathered and be prepared to give a 
summary comparing then to now. 

Part 2 

Research your place in your family’s history. 

Choose one of the family projects described in the My Backyard History 
Book, pages 24, 27, 30-40, or a combination. These involve interviewing 
older family members and getting information from a variety of sources. 

Look at pages 16 - 21 and 50 - 59 for ideas on how to conduct this re-
search. These involve creating a family tree where you trace the genealogy 
of your family. 

Part 3 

Trace your family’s journey to New York City. 

Interview family members about how the decision was made to come to 
New York and from where. Include any interesting events that happened 
along the way. Include a map or maps with lines showing your family’s 
journey. See pages 28-29. 

This entire history project will be presented in class.
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Appendix A:  The students did not have the rubric used to 
grade the Backyard History assignment in advance.
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Appendix B.  The museum assignment distributed to the 
classes.

Museum assignment

Visit one of the following museums:

The Brooklyn Museum, 200 Eastern Parkway, Brooklyn, NY,  
718-638-5000

The Museum of the City of New York, 1220 5th Ave, NY, NY,  
212-534-1672

 OR 

Any Borough Children’s Museum, an ethnic Museum,  
or any official museum. 

1)  Introduction: Explain which museum you went to and a brief description of 
your experience. 

2)  Choose an age group, and pretend that you are the teacher taking your class 
on a field trip to this museum. 

In Essay Form, describe how you would prepare your class for this trip. 
Also describe what procedures, questions, discussions, etc. you would do 
during the trip. 

3)  Choose one of the exhibits to use as a central theme of study. Create a 
CURRICULUM WEB of this theme with at least 5 Curriculum areas and 2 
possible activities you could do for each. Of the 5 Curriculum areas, 2 must 
be a Social Studies Element. Do not use the term Social Studies. You must 
choose 2 from the G-SHAPE definitions (6 Social Sciences). 

4)  Write an ACTIVITY PLAN for 1 of your Social Studies ideas. Go to the 
library and find 2 Children’s Books related to this activity, appropriate to this 
age group. (You may use the lists in your text.). Include using at least one of 
the books in your Activity. This should not be an art activity. 

5)  Create a GRAPHIC ORGANIZER to be used with the book and/or during 
the activity. There must be a minimum of 3 questions. 

6)  Include the BIBLIOGRAPHY of the 2 books, with ISBN numbers, or Call 
Numbers, author, date of publication and publisher. 
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Appendix B:  The rubric used to grade the Museum assign-
ment was given to the students two weeks before the due 
date for the project.
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Appendix B: continued
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PLEASE CIRCLE YOUR BEST ANSWER. 

I) Did you use the Museum Assignment Rubric? 
1 2 3 � 5

Not at all A little Somewhat Very much Totally

2) Was the Museum Rubric helpful? 
1 2 3 � 5

Not at all A little Somewhat Very much Extremely

3) Did the Museum Rubric make the assignment clear? 
1 2 3 � 5

Not at all A little Somewhat Very Extremely

4) Was the Museum Rubric easy to use? 
1 2 3 � 5

Not at all A little Somewhat Very Extremely

5) Was the Backyard History Rubric helpful? 
1 2 3 � 5

Not at all A little Somewhat Very Extremely

6) Did you ever see or use a Rubric before? Yes No

7) Would you like to use Rubrics again?  Yes No

8) Are there any further Comments you would like add? Please write them  
    below.

Appendix C: Survey distributed to the students after their 
papers were returned.

Student Experience Survey

This survey is to be completed anonymously. Thank you for your honesty 
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Appendix D: The questions that were asked of the instruc-
tors after using the rubric for grading.

Please respond to these questions:

1) Does the rubric reflect the assignment in all areas?

2) Are the instructional objectives clear from the rubric?

3) Is the standard of excellence objective, fair, and relevant to the goals of the 
task?

4) Would you use this? Why or why not? How might you use a rubric?

5) Please add any further comments.
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