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Abstract: The changing environment for both students and lecturers dictates the requirement for giving feedback on 
assessment activities rapidly. In order to close this cycle of learning for the student and facilitate the feed-forward 
process, the development of rubrics has become an essential part of the workload. The rubric tool needs to have clearly 
stated performance indicators and criteria so that both student and lecturer have the same expectations of the assessment 
activity. The rubric must be robust enough to be able to capture the balance of being both an easy tool for marking but 
also detailed enough to give constructive feedback reflecting the learning outcomes. The rubric development, given its 
complexity, when constructing this tool, can be time consuming but eventually becomes time saving. Thereby reducing 
the grading workload effort of the lecturer while maintaining the knowledge gained by the students through the 
assessment activity.   
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Introduction 

For the teaching and learning cycle, the word ‘rubric’ is understood generally to connote 
a simple assessment tool that describes levels of performance on a particular task and 
is used to assess outcomes in a variety of performance-based contexts’ (Hafner and 
Hafner,  2003 p, 1509). The rubric as a marking tool and the virtual learning 
environment (VLE) have both worked their way into nursing education as ‘new’ way 
of teaching, learning and assessing students (Lai and Ng 2011). This allows both 
lecturer and student to develop as the facilitator and interpreter of knowledge and 
permitting clear ideas of what is expected from the assessment and what is achievable 
by the student.  The rubric, unlike a marking template, is not only focused on giving 
guidance to marker but includes the student. With the marking templates there is greater 
capacity for and moreover, an inherent lack of uniformity and parity between markers, 
born out of each markers interpretation of the marking template. With the requirement 
of rapid turnaround times, transparent feedback to the student, combined with the ease 
of access via the VLE and the moderation process to be considered, a clear need has 
arisen to facilitate the marking process. The progressive movement of the use of 
technology and the easy access provided by online learning platforms, has created 
learning conditions where different aspects of feedback can be used (group, individual, 
audio), to ensure that the students learning is fluent and allows progression of the 
learning cycle.  

Combine the introduction of a new degree nursing curriculum in England (Nursing and 
Midwifery Council 2010), with the university's e-assessment strategy, and this brought 
an opportunity to review models of learning and teaching focussing on:- 

1. How the student could engage in different ways of learning (e.g. Discussion
boards, the flipped classroom, digital stories)

2. The capabilities of VLE (does it do what the lecturer wants?)
3. How best to facilitate submission and feedback within this environment.
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The ideology behind the VLE is to create an engaging learning environment in which 
students can participate, while they are effectively developing ‘clear thinking’ and 
promoting an interactive learning experience (Lewis et al., 2012). Therefore it is of 
paramount importance to give clear concise performance criteria and provide a forum 
in which students can create their own learning opportunities. Thus enabling the learner 
to build a genuine comprehension of the subject matter so they can foster confidence 
and research skills when conveying their ideas and opinions on a topic, (Pucer et al., 
2014). Given these criteria, it becomes imperative that both the lecturer and student 
have a clear understanding of the performance indicators, hence why the rubric was 
considered important tool. 

The Advantages and Disadvantages of Rubrics 

Andrade and Du (2005) advocate that a rubric as an assessment tool should be used by 
the student and assessor to give both parties clear understanding of what is expected by 
either doing task or grading the assessment. This aims to ensure achieving learning 
outcomes and activating a feed forward mechanism through concise information on 
how to improve performance whilst enabling student’s time to reflect on their work 
(Truemper 2005).This reflective ethos on work produced, fosters communication and 
the learning cycle to be completed.  

There are many different debates surrounding the use of the rubric tool as an assessment 
and communication tool, as the themes become clear with the use of parity and gives 
guidance this is evident from school age to higher education nursing and non-nursing 
education (Andrade and Du 2005; Caulfield-Sloan and Ruzcika; Hafner and Hafner 
2003; Truemper 2004). Mandills et al (2009) support the use of rubrics in primary, 
secondary, further and higher education context as the grading is seen to be fairer and 
more consistent. While Beaglehole (2014) focuses on students of school age children 
in Australia and encourages that clear and specific goals for writing are highly effective. 

The rubric as an assessment tool can 
be either presented as a simple 
Rubric [yes /no performance 
indicators Figure1], as was adopted, 
for example for a non-graded 
formative discussion board or as a  
complex Rubric [descriptive 
banded performance indicators: 
unsatisfactory, pass, good, very 
good & excellent, Figure 2], as it 
should reflect the assessment 
learning outcomes (Popham 1997) 
and should be presented with no 
confusion of the learning 

opportunity that needs to be taking place for the student (Vallino 2008). Oppositely, for 
the marker the rubric should be a tool that is ultimately relies on the ability, knowledge 
and preparation of the assessor this will be enhanced with the familiarity of the 
performance criteria. 

The other advantage of the rubric when marking is its focus on the specific criteria that 
the students have to attain for the module (Truemper 2003).  Fors and Gunning (2014) 

Objective/Criteria   Performance Indicators   

 No   Yes   

Meets word count 
requirement   

(0 points)   (1 point)   

Replied to 2 posts   (0 points)   (1 point)   

Meets topic criteria   (0 points)   (1 point)   

      out of 3  

Figure 1 Rubric 1 

 

 

1st International Conference on Higher Education Advances, HEAd´15

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0). 27



suggests that the Rubric needs to present a clear set of assignment 
descriptions/categories and have levels of performance indicators that are the 
evaluation dimension which may or may not hold a numerical value to them. The 

indicators are the different categories that the students are required to meet and the 
performance indicators represent how well these have been achieved. 

Rubrics fall into two categories, either ‘analytical or multiple trait consisting of 
multiple, separate scales and therefore provides a set of scores’ (Rezaei and Lovorn 
2010 p19; Dunbar et al 2006). This loans itself to different types of teaching and 
assessment strategies enabling use of different tools to assess different aspects of what 
is required from the student. A holistic rubric will look at the elements combined and 
give an overall impression of the learning to be achieved, (Dunbar et al 2006; Truemper 
2004). It has been agreed that rubric is not simply a checklist or just a checklist 
(Andrade 2005; Petkov and Petkov 2006). A rubric is only as good as its design, support 
and explanation in its use and conversely the expectations from the use of the rubric 
should enhance the learning outcomes for the students. Without this, a rubric can lead 
to promotion of shallow learning whilst producing conformity and standardisation in 
the VLE, (Mandills et al 2009). In turn this can create missed learning opportunities for 
the student as they are only working towards the rubric criteria.  There are some 
criticisms of the use of rubrics in regards to ‘validity, reliability and fairness’ 
particularly in relation to students in view of a lack of empirical evidence to support 

Objective/Criteria Performance Indicators 

Not Met  (0 point) Satisfactory (0.25 point) Good  (0.5 points) Very Good  (0.75 points) Excellent  (1 point) 

Word count 
minimum of 250 
words posted in 
THREE separate 
posts on THREE 

separate days 

 

Does not meet minimum 
word count and/or 

posted all posts over 1/2 
days 

Meets minimum word 
allowance however did 

posts on two days 

Meets word count minimum 
of 250 words posted 3 

separate Posts on THREE 
separate days 

Posted above word 
count minimum of 250 

words posted 3+ 
separate posts on 3 

separate days 

Posted 3+ separate 
posts or above and 

exceeding the 
minimum 250 word 

count on 3/3+ 
separate days 

Analyses and 
debates key 

concepts on the 
topic using 
literature to 

underpin arguments 

 

Does not analyse and/or 
debate key concepts 
lack of literature to 

underpin arguments 

Shows some ability to 
analyse and/or debate 

key concepts, lacks 
evidence in underpinning 

the concepts 

Demonstrates some critical 
thinking and evidence of 
analyses with minimal 
evidence in drawing 

conclusions. Key concepts 
identified but not always 

relevant to the topic 

Demonstrates critical 
thinking and analyses of 

the topic showing the 
beginning of evaluation 

and conclusions are 
drawn with the literature 

underpinning these 
statements 

Analyses well and 
debates key concepts 

on the topic using 
literature to underpin 

arguments and 
validate concepts 

Engaged in active 
discussion with at 

least two other 
students 

 

Did not engage with 
discussion with two (2) 

other students. 

Minimal to no 
engagement in 

discussion with two (2) 
or less students 

Limited engagement with 
discussion and engaged 

with two (2) students 

Engaged with two (2+) or 
more students in active 

discussion 

Engaged in active 
discussion with 2+ 
students in leading 

debates 

Contributed with 
topic and fellow 

students 

 

Contributed minimally to 
the topic discussed and 
has not engaged fellow 

students. 

 

Minimal contribution and 
understanding of the key 

principles of the topic 

Demonstrate knowledge 
and understand of the key 
concepts and enhances 

fellow students 
understanding and 

contributions 

Extensively contributed 
to topic and engaged 

well with fellow students 

Extensively 
contributed to all 

concepts and 
engaged actively and 
in depth with fellow 

students 

Use of appropriate 
language, grammar 

and MDX 
referencing 

 

Inappropriate use of 
language, poor grammar 
referencing does meet 

MDX criterion. 

Some inappropriate use 
of language and 

grammar. Careless 
attention to detail with 

MDX referencing 

Appropriate language with 
some attention required in 
structure and adhering to 

MDX referencing 

Appropriate and fluent 
use of grammar with 

minor mistakes in MDX 
referencing 

Fluent use of 
language grammar 
and accurate MDX 

referencing and 
clearer attention to 

detail 

Total: 0out of 5 

Figure 2 Rubric 2 Complex 
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effective use of a rubric, (Andrade and Du 2005 p 29). Jonsson and Svingby (2007) 
propose that effectiveness of rubrics can be examined based on literature at the time of 
writing. Despite these on-going issues there is growing confidence about the 
effectiveness of rubrics (Rezaei and Lovorn 2010)  

When developing a rubric the lecturer needs to consider the type of assessment being 
designed eg essay, learning log, discussion board, poster, and whether there is already 
a marking guide on which to base the rubric. Hence in development of the rubric, Nicol 
and Mcfarlen–Dick’s (2006) seven principles of good feedback should implemented:- 

1.    Clarify what good performance is 

2.    Facilitate reflection and self-assessment in learning 

3.    Deliver high-quality feedback information that helps learners self-correct 

4.    Encourage teacher–learner and peer dialogue 

5.     Encourage positive motivational beliefs and self-esteem 

6.     Provide opportunities to act on feedback 

It should be simple to use and the language of the performance indicators should be 
easily understood by both the lecturers and students (Whittaker, Salend and Duhaney 
2001; Wilson and Fairchild 2011). To promote this effect it is critical that the language 
used in the performance indicators and the categories is transparent and there is no 
misconception of what is expected from the learning outcomes (Lasater, 2006). Other 
contributing factors to consider is how the rubric is intended to be used as a feedback 
mechanism for students, and thereby to continue to improve their comprehension and 
expectation of the assessment activity (Morgaine, 2010; Frances 2010). When using the 
rubric as a grading tool and to elicit the engagement of the students through 
understanding the assessment activity requirements, the main reference to the rubrics 
for both parties are the differing criteria for each of the performance indicators. These 
categories have to be accurately represented and achievable. The communication that 
the rubric gives, enables the students to engage in assessment activity. Hence the use of 
the language within the rubric must foster a dialogue that works in partnership with the 
feedback and promotes discussion between the lecturer and the student. Stevens and 
Levi (2005) sees the rubric as a translator device to gain a level playing field in the 
learning activity.    

The goal of the developing rubric, is to create equal opportunities for the students when 
engaging with the assessment process and receiving feedback from the lecturer. A result 
of the changed the learning environment via the VLE for students is to have a 
constructive influence on student engagement. The VLE gives easy student home-based 
access with the benefits of developing critical thinking with socialised interaction with 
others in a learning space (Buckley, et al 2005).  A key positive outcome for the 
lecturers when using the rubric is that the tool being user friendly, it becomes easy to 
identify the different grading scales that correlate with the performance indicators. This 
simplifies the marking experience speeding up the process whilst enabling the giving 
constructive feedback in a timely fashion. It also minimizes the inconsistencies between 
lecturers and gaining parity in the assessment process.  
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Conclusion 

In today's educational environment, the student wants clear guidance and direction to 
"how is this assessment being graded?" and "what is it that the assessment is asking 
for?” In return there is increasingly more expectations on the lecturer to engage with a 
variety of different modes of assessment and to enhance the learning experience of the 
student. In real terms this means rapid marking and feedback to be ready in a short time 
frame, therefore the use of a rubric for this purpose is a tool that can facilitate this. 
However to design an effective rubric requires time and revaluation after each usage. 
Each rubric should be designed individually to reflect the assessment activity. When 
starting out it is easier to start simple rather than complex as the road travelled for the 
rubric is about meeting the needs of the lecturer and the student. The rubric is a grading 
tool that should communicate the expectation of the assessment activity and used as 
constructive feedback for the student to feed-forward with the learning concepts 
obtained from the assessment task.  

The performance levels indicators must enable both the lecturer and student to 
differentiate between levels. Hence the description of these levels needs to be clearly 
defined and logically sequenced. It should promote recognition of varying levels of 
performance and encouraging the student to improve and drive own learning to enhance 
their depth of knowledge. This can be further achieved through the ability to 
discriminate between performance levels via the use of a range of subjective words in 
defining these differences. The specificity of the performance indicators needs to 
demonstrate usefulness, and allow enhanced analysis of the given task. 

The development [see Figures 1 and 2] of this rubric was to facilitate fast and effective 
feedback to feed forward for an online discussion board. It was a way of ensuring that 
both lecturer and student understood what was required of them. This style of analytic 
rubric provided the potential for the student to take accountability for their own learning 
through clear performance criteria. By combining the assessment outcomes with the 
performance indicators the rubric has been able to provide the students with information 
regarding what is most important to focus on and where their level and depth of 
knowledge is in relation to the given assessment. Through reviewing students work and 
the original rubric against the developing rubric other additional criteria are generated 
or deleted. This therefore triggered another revision of the rubric which will concentrate 
on the finer differentiation of levels. How the rubric continues to develop will be 
dictated by its usage and the revision/evaluation process. In conclusion it be seen that 
the rubric is not a static thing but a tool that is continually evolving and enhancing the 
learning process.  
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