
SEAMEO RETRAC, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam 

Using rubrics in higher 
education: Some 
suggestions for heightening 
validity and effectiveness 

Peter McDowell 
Charles Darwin University 



A generic rubric 

High 
(Weighted) 

Medium 
(Weighted) 

Low 
(Weighted) 

None 
(Weighted) 

Factor 1 
(Weighted) 

Statement of 
performance 

Statement of 
performance 

Statement of 
performance 

Statement of 
performance 

Factor 2 
(Weighted) 

Statement of 
performance 

Statement of 
performance 

Statement of 
performance 

Statement of 
performance 

Factor 3 
(Weighted) 

Statement of 
performance 

Statement of 
performance 

Statement of 
performance 

Statement of 
performance 

Overall 
(Aggregate) General commentary 



Introduction 

❖ What is the received tradition of using rubrics? 

❖ Do assessment rubrics continue in this tradition? 

❖ How pervasive are assessment rubrics? 

❖ In what ways have rubrics been operationalised? 

❖ What are assessment rubrics used for? 

❖ Who has been advocating for their wider use? 



Research focus 

❖ Why have rubrics had such a rapid uptake? 

❖ Why has the research literature prioritised advocacy 
over critique? 

❖ When can assessment rubrics be used effectively? 

❖ Is the invalid use of rubrics worth the risk? 

❖ Is there a comparable, more flexible alternative with 
potentially superior outcomes? 



Generic structure 

❖ How does an assessment rubric relate to the original 
assignment specification? 

❖ How do you determine the independent factors? 

❖ How do you identify the developmental strata? 

❖ How do you design effective performance statements? 

❖ How do you assign the weights for factors and strata? 



Intrinsic problems 

❖ What are the pre-conditions for the valid use of assessment 
rubrics? 

❖ What additional requirements arise through the use of scoring 
rubrics? 

❖ How can we calibrate a rubric prior to its application? 

❖ How can students understand distal (versus proximal) 
performance statements? 

❖ How can we differentiate feedback from feedforward 
commentary? 



Alternative approach 
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Alternative elaborated 

❖ Actual and proximal performance is distinguished 
categorically (i.e., in English, nominally and verbally: 
through the use of different noun/verb combinations) 

❖ A progressive chain of suitable noun/verb combinations 
can often be derived dialectically (this is a non-trivial 
task, requiring domain expertise and proficiency in 
dialectics) 



Additional preparation 

❖ What are the constellations of salient characteristics 
(whether mandatory or not) that typify valid patterns of 
performance (anticipated, unanticipated, and aberrant)? 

❖ Can we predict the dialectical progression of distinct 
noun/verb combinations ahead of time (e.g., for 
allocation to a ready-made ‘comment bank’)? 

❖ How can the assessment workflow be supported 
digitally? (Is there potential for semi-automation?) 



Trialling 

❖ How could you trial an alternative approach to 
assessment (seeking to overcome many of the intrinsic 
difficulties with rubrics)? 

❖ What evidence would be needed to make a decision 
concerning superior outcomes? 

❖ Who would you involve in a trial, so that it is realistic and 
definitive (within acceptable levels of uncertainty)? 



Heightened outcomes 

❖ What is your average handling time per student, per rich 
assessment item (with bespoke commentary)? 

❖ How much does this time reduce if certification (only) is 
your objective? 

❖ What variance in grade allocations, feedback, and advice 
are you seeing between markers? (Is this institutionally 
acceptable?) 

❖ Can your assessment approach handle contextual variation 
and per-student accommodations? 



Accounting for the difference 

❖ How can you dispense with the requirement for 
independent (orthogonal) factors, each being mandatory? 

❖ How can you avoid the need for pre-calibration? 

❖ How will you encourage the constructivist principle 
(openness to novel, unexpected responses)? 

❖ How will you provide students with targeted feedback on 
attainment, and only proximal (assimilable) advice for 
improvement? 



A mathematical account 

❖ How can you shift the emphasis of assessment away 
from discrete judgements (compliance) to analytic 
judgments (comparison): i.e., determining boundedness 
rather than identifying pre-established values? 

❖ How can you replace the current model of orthogonal, 
factor-based, linear intensification/attenuation with a 
clustered model of conceptual (dialectical) 
transformation attuned to non-linear progression? 



A sociological account 

❖ How can you avoid the normalisation that arises from 
evaluating performance against pre-defined 
developmental continua (weighted factors and strata)? 

❖ How can you accommodate fresh, novel (and still valid) 
responses that exceed or depart from established 
contexts, norms, and expectations (creativity, critique)? 

❖ How can you move towards dynamic, mediated 
interrogation of submissions and the original 
specification (together with the assessors’ standpoints)? 



Pedagogical implications 

❖ Does your pedagogy allow for students’ (and assessors’) 
exploration of potentially valid responses prior to the 
commencement of certification? 

❖ Can your students share their work, and narrate their 
emerging practices collaboratively, prior to submission? 

❖ Can your disciplinary content (syllabus) be made 
relatively light to help encourage student autonomy (self-
directed or cooperative learning) in response to rich 
assignment specifications? 



Recommendations for assessment 
design 

❖ How can we design assessment items to encourage students’ 
disciplinary exploration with opportunities for creativity (including 
an openness and willingness, where able, to try interdisciplinary 
strategies)? 

❖ How can we accommodate contextual variation and individual 
differences and needs within a common, inclusive (and still valid 
and effective) approach to assessment? 

❖ How can we harness the linguistic, rhetorical, and logical 
resources of ambiguity, vagueness, and contradiction to promote 
dialogue and students’ formation of defensible positions? 



Conclusion 

❖ When should we question our assumptions, policies, and 
practices concerning assessment? 

❖ Should suggestions for improvement be normative? 

❖ How can we encourage our students to help us validate 
(or invalidate) our preferred modes of assessment? 

❖ What happens to our assumptions and practices if the 
numbers changes (shifts in scale, new orders of 
magnitude)? 
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