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The Positive and Negative Aspects of Using Rubrics

English humanist and scholar Roger Ascham can be quoted as saying, “There is no such whetstone, to sharpen a good wit and encourage a will to learning, as in praise” (Education). The quote bears the question how does one disseminate praise in the realm of education? One such way is by using a rubric. A rubric, in short, is a scoring guide that attempts to evaluate a student’s performance based on a full range of criteria rather than a numerical score. Thus, this literature review will explore the positive and negative aspects and issues of using rubrics including the benefits of using rubrics as both teaching and grading tools and warns against approaches that limit the effectiveness of them.

To elaborate, the instructor’s role in assessment has become a sizzling topic in education today; consequently using rubrics is one way that student performance and proficiency can be evaluated. Rubrics come in a variety of sorts, but generally they use explicit criteria as a basis for evaluating or assessing student performances as specified in narrative descriptions that are separated into levels of possible performance related to a given task. They may start with the highest level and progressing to the lowest, and these levels of performance are used to assess the defined set of tasks as they relate to a final product or even behavior. Each level depicts degrees of proficiency and each level is assigned a value that rates the degree of proficiency or student performance. Rating scales are used; they can be numerical, qualitative, or a combination of numerical and qualitative. In knowing rubric basics, instructors of all sorts have chimed in on their thoughts on using them. Many, as the literature review will demonstrate, show positive implication towards using rubrics, while a few oppose them giving explanation to their ineffectiveness. 

On a positive note, Heidi Goodrich (1996) advocates the use of rubrics by defining them as “helpful tools in supporting and assessing student learning” (p. 14). Goodrich (1996), a research associate at the Harvard Graduate School of Education substantiates her claim by listing 5 positive attributes including the following: 
1) They are good for both the student and instructor as the instructor lists expectations and the student, in turn, is to meet the expectations and hence improve student performance. 2) They encourage students to judge the quality of their own, and at times, others work. 3) They potentially decrease the amount of time the instructor spends evaluating student work. 4) They are easy to accommodate a variety of disciplines. 5) They are easy to use and explain (p. 15).

Ross Miller, Fred Bolton and Angela Leonhardt echo the above mentioned thoughts. For Miller (2005), the Director of Programs, Office of Education and Quality Initiatives, Association of American Colleges and Universities, focuses his article on integrative learning and assessment and feels that serendipity as opposed to planning achievement as long championed higher education. Among other things, Miller (2005) feels rubrics can guide a student through a scoring process and hence contribute to understanding and success. 

In similarity, Bolton (2006), the acting Dean of Graduate and Professional Studies at Averett University views rubrics in a positive light as he deals with adult learners. He articulates rubrics assist to improve performance as they diminish uncertainty and ambiguity. Specifically, the rubric is a bridge between learning objectives and desired outcomes by coherent obligatory elements of a thriving assignment. 

Likewise, Leonhardt (2005), a music instructor from San Antonio, Texas sees rubrics in a positive sphere as she is faced with the challenge of the U. S. No Child Left Behind Act. She feels using rubrics as an assessment tool would assist her as students are challenged to learn more and at the same time the student would have more opportunities for musical performances. Students would no longer merely memorize music facts, but instead apply higher order thinking skills as they are stimulated to discuss performances and correlate proper musical beliefs and reasoning. 
More positive thoughts abound rubrics as Dr. Adnan Kan, Libby Morris, John Bauer and Rebecca Anderson reflect on rubrics. Kan (2007) is an assistant professor at Mersin University in Turkey and writes specifically on scoring rubrics and their effectiveness. Kan (2007) agrees with Goodrich (1996) that rubrics can easily be adjusted for a variety of subjects and he furthermore sees rubrics as beneficial because they incorporate qualitative description of the performance criteria. Morris (2006), Director of the Institute of Higher Education at the University of Georgia, perceives the value of using rubrics to assess communication skills in various general education public speaking as they are an innovative tool in evaluation and assessment. Bauer (2000), a doctoral student and Anderson (2000), an associate professor, both connected with the University of Memphis, write on the changes being brought about by computer technology in referring to teaching methods. They feel online education will dominate higher education and thus effective evaluation methods will take center stage. Their positive emphasis is on a 3-part rubric which includes student content, expression and participation. 
In comparison, W. James Popham, Heidi Andrade and Barry Gilmore notice both positive and negative aspects of using rubrics. For Popham (1997), he sees the enormous contributions of rubrics as listed prior, but contends, “The vast majority of rubrics are instructionally fraudulent” (p. 74). He thinks that rubrics do not have task-specific evaluative criteria, thus excessively general evaluative data, many have lengthy dysfunctional detail and the instructor may strive for test mastery, rather than skill mastery as reflected in the rubric. 

In relation, Andrade (2008) declares rubrics as a powerful self-assessment tool that is “informative as well as evaluative” for the student if the instructor does not emphasize the grade and allows the student time and support to revise their work, thus feedback being imperative (p. 60). Furthermore, rubrics tend to define quality for an assignment too narrowly thus resulting in a “cook-cutter product” followed by limited feedback from the instructor (60). 

Gilmore (2007) sees both the good and bad as well in rubrics. On the favorable side, simplicity, objectivity and students’ ability to self-access are high on the list. From a nonfavorable standpoint, standardization of rubrics produces standardized writers. Also, rubrics tend to be persistently reductive and even though a student scores high on criteria for good writing does not necessary indicate that a student can write well. Moreover, when using rubrics to critique writing, Gilmore (2007) claims the rubric works “against creative self-expression, which is the essence of skillful writing” (p. 22).
To conclude, rubrics have the potential to be a vital link between assessment and instruction, with both good and bad commentary being expressed by experts. Some experts say that rubrics have the following flattering qualities: instructors use them to clarify learning objective goals, they design instruction to address the said goals, they communicate the goals to students and they provide feedback and benchmarks for effectiveness of instruction. On the other hand, opponents to rubrics feel they are not a good fit to accurately assess the assignment. As well, rubrics are excessively general, lengthy, and dysfunctional and are not of good quality. 
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