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This review synthesizes the findings of studies of the use of rubrics in education
settings published from 2005 to 2013. The review included studies only if the
rubrics involved met the definition of having coherent sets of criteria and perfor-
mance level descriptions for those criteria. Compared to the results of a previous
review by Jonsson and Svingby (Educational Research Review 2(2): 130–144,
2007), the frequency, scope, and rigor of studies of rubrics have increased in
recent years. Rubrics yield information of sufficient quality if certain conditions
are met, most notably having clear and focused criteria. Evidence regarding the
effects of rubrics on performance is positive overall. Evidence of the effects of
rubrics on self-regulation of learning is mixed, though positive associations
between rubric use and motivation to learn were identified in some studies.
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Introduction

A rubric is a coherent set of criteria for students’ work that includes descriptions of
levels of performance quality on the criteria (Brookhart 2013b). Rubrics by this defi-
nition differ from rating scales, which have criteria but no performance level
descriptions, although in common parlance these are often called “rubrics”. Several
important purposes claimed for rubrics, that they facilitate student self-assessment,
facilitate teacher and peer feedback, and help students envision what to do to
improve their work, only make sense if both criteria and performance level descrip-
tions are present (Andrade 2000; Jonsson and Svingby 2007). The purpose of this
article is to document what is known about (1) the quality of assessment information
from rubrics and (2) the effects of rubric use on student learning and motivation to
learn, using the method of a literature review.

Rubric use in educational settings

Rubrics enjoy wide use in primary, secondary, and post-secondary education. They
arose as part of a response to research in the 1980s suggesting that students were
better at repeating facts and concepts than applying them, and the consequent inter-
est in performance assessment (Lane and Tierney 2008) and standards-based reform
(Brookhart 2013a). Performance assessment can reflect students’ abilities to solve
real-world problems, analyze and synthesize information, and apply their knowledge
and skills only if they have carefully designed scoring procedures with clear criteria.
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Rubrics with criteria and performance level descriptions are deemed an effective
vehicle for organizing and communicating criteria and performance expectations and
for use in scoring and/or providing feedback on student work (Lane and Tierney
2008).

Beginning in the 1990s, two other developments have bolstered the use of rub-
rics: increasing emphasis on formative assessment in education at all levels
(Andrade and Cizek 2010) and increasing emphasis on assessment and evaluation in
the accreditation process in post-secondary education (Gerretson and Golson 2005;
Kerby and Romine 2010). Formative assessment and accreditation may seem strange
bedfellows, since accreditation relies heavily on summative assessment data. How-
ever, they both rely on clear statements of criteria for the quality of student work,
and therefore they both provide an impetus for rubric use despite their differences in
assessment purpose. These diverse sources of energy are fueling a growth in rubric
use at present and are the justification for reviewing what is known about the quality
and effectiveness of rubric use in educational settings.

Three literature reviews on the topic of rubrics (Jonsson and Svingby 2007;
Panadero and Jonsson 2013; Reddy and Andrade 2010) have been published
recently. Jonsson and Svingby (2007) did a comprehensive literature review; the
present review updates their findings. The present review is broader than the other
two reviews. Panadero and Jonsson (2013) specifically addressed the use of rubrics
in formative assessment; the present review includes studies of both formative and
summative use of rubrics. Reddy and Andrade (2010) addressed the use of rubrics
in post-secondary education; the present review includes studies of rubric use in all
educational settings.

Method

An electronic search of five databases was conducted, seeking peer-reviewed journal
articles published from 2005 through October 2013. The five databases were Aca-
demic Search Complete (ASC), ERIC, PsychInfo, Education Full Text (EFT), and
Educational Research Complete (ERC). Search terms were “rubric” AND (“validity”
OR “achievement” OR “self-regulation” OR “student learning”). Additional articles
were added from the references in these articles, making a total of 63 studies in this
review. Criteria for selection were as follows:

(1) The article had to report on an original study and include some empirical
data. Presentations of how to create and use rubrics, written for educator pro-
fessional development, were excluded. Types of studies varied widely and
included literature reviews, qualitative and quantitative studies of various
designs, mixed method studies, instrument development studies, and essay
case studies.

(2) The study had to be about descriptive rubrics that fit the definition used in
this article, requiring both criteria (or “traits” or “dimensions”) and perfor-
mance level descriptions for each criterion. Studies whose “rubrics” were
really rating scales, with criteria but no performance level descriptions, or
some other type of point scheme for grading, were not retained.

Both authors read all studies and discussed decisions for both article selection
and study description until consensus was reached
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Findings

Research question 1, about the quality of assessment information from rubrics, is
addressed in two sections, about reliability and validity, respectively. Research ques-
tion 2, about the effects of rubric use on student learning and motivation to learn, is
addressed in a third section.

Reliability

Thirty-eight of the studies reported one or more measures of reliability. Different
measures of reliability measure consistency across different factors (e.g. raters, occa-
sions, criteria), with different definitions of consistency (absolute, relative), using
different calculation methods. Table 1 organizes reliability evidence by sorting stud-
ies according to the measures of reliability reported.

What measures of reliability of rubrics have been studied?

Table 1 shows that a wide variety of reliability measures have been used, and some
studies reported more than one measure. While each of these measures reports some
kind of consistency, they each give somewhat different information. A question thus
arises: what are appropriate measures of reliability for rubrics? For judging the quality
of student performance, consistency among raters is paramount. Measures of absolute
agreement among raters are appropriate for the common educational model of teach-
ing to standards, objectives, or course goals. Percent of rater agreement, Cohen’s
kappa (adjusting percent of agreement by the percentage expected by chance), intra-
class correlation (ICC) for a single judge where judges are treated as a random factor,
and generalizability coefficients for absolute decisions (although no study used this
one) report amounts of absolute agreement. Measures of relative agreement among
raters are appropriate for many research and evaluation purposes, for example studies
of the relative effectiveness of an educational intervention. Pearson correlations, ICC
for a single judge where judges are treated as a fixed factor, and generalizability coef-
ficients for relative decisions report amounts of relative agreement.

Do rubrics reach commonly accepted reliability thresholds?

Appropriate levels of reliability differ according to purpose, too. For decisions about
individuals (e.g. feedback, course grades), higher reliability is required than for deci-
sions about groups (e.g. program evaluation). Nevertheless, it is instructive to com-
pare the values in Table 1 with commonly accepted reliability thresholds. Graham,
Milanowski, and Miller (2012) reported ranges of values generally considered
acceptable: 75% to 90% agreement, Cohen’s kappa of 0.61 to 0.81, and ICCs of
0.80 to 0.90. A common Cronbach’s alpha threshold is 0.80 (Norcini 1999). How-
ever, other values are found in the literature, depending on the purpose of score use.
For example, Iacobucci and Duhachek (2003) suggested alpha values of 0.70 can be
acceptable for the early stages of research. Fleiss (1981, 1986) considered ICC val-
ues as low as 0.40 acceptable for some purposes, and characterized ICCs between
0.40 and 0.75 as in the fair to good range. On balance, Table 1 suggests that rubrics
yield reliable results, or at least can, when criteria and performance level descrip-
tions are clear and focused and when raters are trained.
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Other ways of investigating reliability

Two of the studies did additional investigations of the question of how consistent
scoring is when rubrics are used. One study (Meier, Rich, and Cady 2006) is
described in this section. The other (Cho, Schunn, and Wilson 2006) is described in
the section on Validity later. These studies are described in some detail because they
expand arguments for reliability and validity beyond simply reaching a statistical
threshold level.

Meier, Rich, and Cady (2006) studied a sample of five eighth-grade teachers
who selected mathematics performance tasks to use in their classroom. Reliability
was investigated by charting the amount of difference between the teachers’ and
researchers’ scores. One teacher agreed with the researchers all the time. Two teach-
ers disagreed with the researchers about half the time, most often when the problems
students solved were familiar in mathematical content and required an equal mix of
computation and explanation, and least on tasks that focused primarily on explana-
tion. Two teachers disagreed with the researchers all the time and, while they only
chose tasks that focused on familiar content, they too were more consistent using
rubrics with problem-solving tasks that focused on explanation rather than computa-
tion.

Validity

Table 2 describes the approaches taken by studies in this review that reported valid-
ity evidence beyond the evidence of reliability reported in the previous section. All
validity evidence is ultimately construct validity evidence; however, it is sometimes
useful to distinguish various types of evidence that can be brought to bear on a
validity argument. Table 2 shows that a wide variety of methods has been brought
to bear on the question of the validity of scores from rubrics, and that in general the
evidence has supported the validity of rubrics scores, with a few exceptions.

Content-related validity evidence

Content-related validity evidence has included documenting the source of rubric
content (e.g. literature review, student work, course learning outcomes or standards)
and expert review of the rubrics, although the experts were sometimes the same fac-
ulty members who developed the rubric. Such reviews were described for oral com-
munication (Avanzino 2010), concepts of electrostatics (Chasteen et al. 2012),
physical education (Dyson et al. 2011), media-enhanced science presentations (Mott
et al. 2011), business education (Reddy 2011), science writing (Timmerman et al.
2011), and reflective writing (Wald et al. 2012).

Criterion-related validity evidence

Criterion-related validity evidence has included correlations of rubric scores with
external judgments of the same work. Several studies reported validity as agreement
of self or peer use of rubrics with the teacher or instructor’s scores (Cho, Schunn,
and Wilson 2006; Sadler and Good 2006). Schreiber, Paul, and Shibley (2012) pre-
sented evidence for the validity of scores on a public speaking rubric in the form of
correlations between the rubric scores and the grades students had received on the
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same speeches in their classroom (graded by different grading schemes than the
rubric). Kocakülah (2010) found that instructors’, peers’, and an independent coder’s
scores on a rubric for evaluating students’ problem-solving with Newton’s Laws of
Motion did not differ from one another. Stellmack et al. (2009) studied the correla-
tion between an independent judge’s rankings of APA-style introductions in a
research method class and those obtained with the rubric.

Internal validity evidence

The purpose of internal validity evidence is to demonstrate the relationships among the
criteria within a rubric. Internal validity evidence has included factor analyses
(Reznitskaya et al. 2009; Schreiber, Paul, and Shibley 2012) and scale inter-correlations
(Ciorba and Smith 2009). Reznitskaya et al. (2009) factor-analyzed analytic rubrics for
scoring argumentative reasoning. They re-analyzed data comparing two different
instructional methods for developing students’ argumentation skills, comparing results
of using the factor scores and using a holistic rubric. Using the two factors, the
treatment produced statistically significant differences in argumentation; using the
holistic scores, the treatment effect was not significant. The researchers interpreted this
to mean the analytic rubric provided a fuller measure of the construct.

Other construct-related evidence for validity

Other construct-related validity evidence has included demonstrating that scores
behaved as predicted. Several studies investigated predicted improvement over time
and with instruction (Ciorba and Smith 2009; Hancock and Brundage 2010;
Mansilla et al. 2009; Pagano et al. 2008; Wallace, Prather, and Duncan 2011).

Bauer and Cole (2012) demonstrated that scores on a rubric for evaluating
desired characteristics in chemistry activities was sensitive enough to capture differ-
ences among four versions of an experimentally-manipulated nuclear atom activity.
Mansilla et al. (2009) showed that an interdisciplinary writing rubric was sensitive
enough to distinguish between interdisciplinary and discipline-based writing.
Docktor and Heller (2009) studied student interviews to establish that students did
use the various characteristics of problem-solving enumerated as criteria in a physics
problem-solving rubric as they solved the problems.

One study did not support the validity of rubric scores. Rezaei and Lovorn
(2010) found that using a rubric to assess writing in college social studies increased
the range of assigned scores to a given essay, increasing the standard error of mea-
surement, and that student graders were strongly influenced by the mechanics of the
writing.

Consequential evidence for validity

Consequential evidence for validity has included perceptions of students, faculty,
and/or teaching assistants (Garcia-Ros 2011; Moni, Beswick, and Moni 2005; Moni
and Moni 2008) and analyses of videotapes of students’ use of rubrics (Moni and
Moni 2008). Most often rubrics were deemed useful and helpful. However, Hay and
Macdonald (2008) found, using interviews, that many school teachers did not use
physical education rubrics, but rather evaluated their students “intuitively.” This

354 S.M. Brookhart and F. Chen



result, of course, is evidence for lack of validity in that scores represented global
judgments and included idiosyncratic criteria rather than reflecting the criteria and
performance descriptions in the rubric. Spence (2010) found that third grade teachers
using the six Traits writing rubric with English Language Learners (ELLs) some-
times used the rubric too rigidly, sometimes not crediting ELL students’ writing as
demonstrating these traits when, given their context, it probably did.

Different perspectives on the reliability and validity of rubrics

Cho, Schunn, and Wilson (2006) studied the validity and reliability of scaffolded
peer assessment of writing in a university setting from two perspectives, distinguish-
ing between the instructor and student points of view. They reasoned that instructors
and students would have different concerns about peer evaluation. Instructors would
want evidence of reliability and validity of peer assessment in the conventional
sense, in order to be persuaded that the evaluations were accurate and useful. Also,
they pointed out, instructors have access to the full range of student work and have
a “macro view” (892) of the validity of ratings of student work. Therefore, to inves-
tigate validity from the instructor perspective, they calculated Pearson correlations
of mean peer ratings with instructor ratings, which treat instructor ratings as the true
score. To investigate reliability from the instructor perspective, they reported ICCs
for one and for multiple peer raters.

Cho, Schunn, and Wilson (2006) reasoned that students might have a different
perspective because of their “micro view” (892): students are concerned mostly with
their own papers and do not have access to all students’ work. Students might think
of validity in terms of receiving peer reviews that were close to instructor ratings,
and of reliability in terms of having a small amount of variability (or in other words,
a large amount of agreement) in peer ratings of their own work. To investigate valid-
ity from the student perspective, Cho, Schunn, and Wilson (2006) measured distance
between peer and instructor rating. To investigate reliability from the student
perspective, they reported mean standard deviations in peer ratings per paper. These
were often greater than the class standard deviation. The researchers concluded that
peer ratings (of at least four peers) were both highly reliable and as valid as the
instructor ratings, while paradoxically seeming unreliable and invalid to the
students.

Utility

Utility is not the same as validity, but it is a characteristic that has come to be con-
sidered important for assessment and evaluation (Joint Committee on Standards for
Educational Evaluation 2003). People will not have confidence in an assessment
method not perceived as useful, and will likely not use the scores resulting from it.
Like validity, utility also is referenced to purpose (“useful for what?”).

Seventeen of the studies (Andrade et al. 2009; Bissell and Lemons 2006; Dinur
and Sherman 2009; Fraser et al. 2005; Gerretson and Golson 2005; Green and
Bowser 2006; Harnden 2005; Kerby and Romine 2010; Knight 2006; Loeffler 2005;
McCormick, Dooley, Lindner, and Cummins 2007; Pagano et al. 2008; Peach,
Mukherjee, and Hornyak 2007; Petkov and Petkova 2006; Rochford and Borchert
2011; Schlitz et al. 2009; Siegel et al. 2011) included in this review were categorized
as “essay case studies.” These were show-and-tell pieces to testify to readers what
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had been done with rubrics and in what ways the rubrics were useful. Many pre-
sented “lessons learned” and were intended as models and, sometimes, inspirations
for other faculty who might be interested in developing rubrics for their courses or
programs. Most (13) were in higher education; all testified to the importance and
usefulness of rubrics. It is worth noting that most of these studies were written from
the faculty perspective and had very little to say about the student perspective, a
point which will be taken up in the discussion.

Effects of rubric use on student learning and motivation to learn

Table 3 shows the evidence for effects on student learning and motivation as
reported in 16 studies from this review. Teachers, not students, were the subjects in
two other studies in this category, in science (Harnden 2005) and the arts (Mason,
Steedly, and Thormann 2008). The 16 studies in Table 3 included two experimental,
eight quasi-experimental, three pre-experimental, and one single-subject quantitative
research designs, and two qualitative designs which used focus groups and an open-
ended questionnaire, respectively. The quantitative designs tested hypotheses about
increased student performance, self-regulation or self-efficacy, or both, with rubric
use. The qualitative designs reported participants’ perceived changes after rubric
use.

Rubrics and performance

Thirteen of the studies addressed questions about whether achievement or perfor-
mance rose for groups that used rubrics. Rubric use was associated with increased
student achievement in writing (Andrade, Du, and Mycek 2010; Andrade, Du, and
Wang 2008; Coe et al. 2011), general science (Sadler and Good 2006), social studies
(Panadero, Tapia, and Huertes 2012), physics (Kocakülah 2010), mathematics (Yopp
and Rehberger 2009), service learning (Ash, Clayton, and Atkinson 2005), business
education (Vandenberg et al. 2010), criminal justice (Howell 2011), teacher educa-
tion (Jonsson 2010), and special education (Lee and Lee 2009; Loeffler 2005). One
study (Panadero, Alonso-Tapia, and Reche 2013) showed no significant effects of
rubric use on performance.

Two of these studies will be described in more detail because of the rigor of their
designs. Coe et al. (2011) conducted the only study in this review whose sample
was not institutionally bound and used an experimental design, including random
selection of participants. Panadero, Tapia, and Huertas (2012) also used an experi-
mental design and investigated effects of rubric use on self-regulation as well as on
achievement.

Coe et al. (2011) investigated the impact of the 6 + 1 Trait Writing Model on stu-
dent writing achievement in Grade 5. The 6 + 1 Trait Writing Model is centered in a
set of rubrics that are widely used in writing assessment and instruction in elemen-
tary and secondary settings in the United States and around the world (available
from http://educationnorthwest.org/traits). The “traits” are the rubric’s six criteria for
writing quality (ideas, organization, voice, word choice, sentence fluency, conven-
tions) plus an optional criterion called presentation for use when a polished, visually
appealing final product is required.

The cluster-randomized experimental study collected data from 74 schools in
Oregon, over a period of two years. Students wrote essays at the beginning and the
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end of the school year in which they participated. Mean difference between pre- and
post-essay scores were compared in a statistical model that took into account the
nested nature of the data and controlled for baseline writing performance, school
poverty level, and school averages for weekly teacher-reported hours students spend
in class practicing writing, years of teacher experience, and years of teacher experi-
ence teaching writing. Overall, the estimated (after controls) average score of stu-
dents in the treatment group was higher than the estimated average score of students
in the control group.

Panadero, Tapia, and Huertas (2012) conducted their study in geography classes
in two secondary schools in Spain, using the lens of self-regulation. The three
between-group independent variables were: (1) type of instruction (oriented to pro-
cess or to performance), (2) type of self-assessment tool (control vs. rubric vs.
script), and (3) feedback (oriented to process or to performance). There was also one
within-group variable, task number (first through third). The tasks were analyses of
landscapes, a usual task in the secondary geography classes. The self-assessment
factor compared students who used a rubric to assess their work with students who
used a script (a series of self-reflection questions that walked students through the
process of doing the task) and with a control group that used neither tool. The ratio-
nale was that rubrics would focus students more on the product, the completed land-
scape analysis, and scripts would focus students more on the process of doing the
task. Students who used rubrics or scripts out-performed the control group, suggest-
ing either tool fostered learning. Students who used scripts had the highest self-regu-
lation scores, followed by rubrics, and then control. There was an occasion effect,
with the highest self-regulation noted at the first task, decreasing over the second
and third tasks.

Rubrics and self-regulation of learning

Four of the studies addressed questions about whether using rubrics was associated
with gains in self-regulation of learning or in self-efficacy, which is one of the con-
stellation of variables usually included in theories of self-regulation of learning
(Pintrich and Zusho 2002; Zimmerman 2011). Three of these (Panadero, Tapia, and
Huertas 2012; Panadero, Alonso-Tapia, and Reche 2013; Yopp and Rehberger 2009)
investigated effects on achievement as well as on these motivational variables. Using
rubrics is associated with increased student self-efficacy in elementary and middle
school writing (Andrade et al. 2009) and in undergraduate mathematics (Yopp and
Rehberger 2009). Using rubrics is associated with increased student self-regulation
in secondary social studies (Panadero, Tapia, and Huertas 2012) and in undergradu-
ate teacher education (Panadero, Alonso-Tapia, and Reche 2013).

However, the evidence is mixed within these studies. Each study demonstrated
that rubrics have positive effects on motivation, but not in all cases and with all
measures. The study by Panadero, Tapia, and Huertas (2012) was described earlier.
Andrade et al. (2009) investigated the relationship between long- and short-term rub-
ric use, gender, and self-efficacy for writing. Girls’ self-efficacy was higher than
boys’ self-efficacy before they began writing. Average self-efficacy ratings increased
as students wrote, regardless of condition, but the increase in the self-efficacy of
girls in the treatment group was larger than that for girls in the comparison group,
and long-term rubric use was associated only with the self-efficacy of girls.
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Panadero, Alonso-Tapia, and Reche (2013) investigated the effects of rubrics and
scripts among pre-service teachers learning to design multimedia materials. Students
using the scripts had higher levels of self-regulation for learning. Students using rub-
rics decreased in performance/avoidance self-regulation, that is, in negative self-
regulatory actions that would harm learning. There were no significant effects on
performance or self-efficacy.

Rubrics and student attitudes and perceptions

Three studies, all at the undergraduate level, investigated students’ perceptions about
the effects of rubrics on their work. Andrade and Du (2005) studied the attitudes
and experiences of teacher education students who had used rubrics in their educa-
tional psychology class. Many of the students reported they used rubrics to deter-
mine the teacher’s expectations, plan their work as they completed it, self-assess
their work in progress, and reflect on feedback they received. Some students
reported they only looked at the descriptions of performance for the A and B levels
on the rubric, so that they could “give teachers what they want” (4). Reynolds-
Keefer (2010) also studied pre-service teachers in educational psychology classes.
Similarly to Andrade and Du (2005), the students reported using the rubrics to
understand teacher expectations, but most of their description of expectations
concerned the number of points for various attributes of the work that would
contribute to the final grade. They did not consider the rubric as a tool for reflection.
Many did, however, report that they would be more likely to use rubrics in their
own future teaching.

Vandenberg et al. (2010) tested differences in student attitudes and perceptions,
measured quantitatively. Forty-nine students in three sections of a financial account-
ing course completed a group financial analysis project. Two of the sections used a
rubric for this project, and one did not. There were no significant differences
between students who did and did not use rubrics on questions about the clarity of
the learning objective, the clarity of the writing requirements for the project, the
clarity of the information gathering requirements for the project, or the clarity of
requirements for presenting financial data. Students without the rubric reported feel-
ing clearer about requirements relating to synthesizing financial and non-financial
data for a conclusion. Students without the rubric reported exerting more effort.
Despite these mostly non-significant findings in student perceptions, students who
used the rubric scored significantly higher on parts one and three of the three-part
project. Thus it seems there is not a straight line between students’ perceptions and
their performance.

Discussion

This review showcases a literature that is beyond its infancy but not yet mature.
Overall, the rigor and scope of the studies has increased since the first literature
review on rubrics (Jonsson and Svingby 2007). Regarding reliability, the sophistica-
tion of the measures used has increased, most notably with an increase in the num-
ber and type of ICCs reported. Regarding validity, the amount and range of
evidence has increased. Regarding the effects of rubric use on learning and motiva-
tion, some studies featured experimental designs. The following sections summarize
findings and suggest implications for future research.
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Reliability

This review has demonstrated that raters using rubrics can achieve acceptable levels
of consistent and reliable judgment, even though they do not always do so. When rub-
rics do not reach acceptable levels of reliability, several explanations appear plausible.
The clarity of the rubrics themselves and the level of expertise, training, and invest-
ment of the raters are the two most obvious factors to consider. Future reliability
research might evaluate and take into account the quality of the rubrics as an example
of the genre, as judged by an expert in rubric design and writing. Future reliability
research might also take into account levels of faculty training and investment in rub-
ric design. Using rubrics well, like doing anything well, requires training careful
attention. Finally, future reliability research should: (1) justify the choice of reliability
measures in light of the purpose for which the rubric scores will be used; (2) report
clearly whether the researchers are interested in absolute or relative agreement among
raters (sometimes called “agreement” or “consistency”) – as some of the studies did –
and (3) justify the choice based on the intended use for the rubric’s information. For
most purposes related to student learning, the appropriate choice will be absolute
agreement, which is a more stringent test to meet than relative agreement.

Validity

While the validity evidence shown in the total body of studies summarized in this
review is impressive in its use of a variety of methods, on balance there is more work to
be done. Most of the studies used only one or two methods of gathering validity evi-
dence. Bias was an issue in many of them, for example, when the authors of the rubric
or their colleagues or students furnished expert review, survey, or interview evidence.

Almost all of the evidence reviewed in the sections on reliability and validity of
information from rubrics has been from post-secondary education settings. Many of
the studies had as their major purpose establishing the reliability or validity of a rub-
ric for faculty or program use, without too much regard for students using the rubric.
Program accreditation requirements, plus the general tendency of higher education
faculty to study and publish their work, may have contributed to this result. How-
ever, there seems to be enough evidence to conclude that rubrics can produce valid
and useful scores for grading or program evaluation in post-secondary education. In
fact, many scoring schemes could be used if all that is required is accurate and valid
accountability information.

However, one of the major arguments for using rubrics has been that they are a
useful tool for students to use in learning (Panadero and Jonsson 2013). Future
research should investigate this formative use of rubrics through the lens of validity
theory. The aim should be to provide a body of evidence for the validity of rubric
use in formative assessment that is at least on a par with the current evidence for the
validity of rubric use for summative assessment. Studies of the effects of rubrics on
student learning and motivation provide consequential evidence for the validity of
formative use of rubrics. Other types of validity evidence for the formative use of
rubrics are not as plentiful.

Effects of rubric use on student learning and motivation

Regarding the effects of rubric use on learning and performance, this review found
13 studies, many of which used relatively rigorous designs, including two
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experiments and eight quasi-experimental studies. The body of evidence that is accu-
mulating is promising but not sufficient for establishing that using rubrics cause
increased performance. The designs of these studies allow for many competing
hypotheses. There are three main reasons for this, which may be addressed in future
research.

First, only two of the studies in this review were experimental studies. Second,
all the studies but one (Coe et al. 2011) were conducted with convenience samples.
Generalization is limited to the schools, classes, or in some cases, individual teacher
within which the sample was nested. Third, in many of the studies rubric use was
confounded with other aspects of treatment (feedback, self-assessment, and so on).
This confounding of rubrics and other instructional and/or formative assessment
methods may reflect an important reality. It is probably not wise to make claims for
rubrics per se, but for rubrics as a particularly user-friendly form of making the qual-
ities of good work explicit (for formative assessment) and making final expectations
explicit (for grading). Other authors have made this point (Jonsson 2010; Panadero,
Tapia, and Huertas 2012; Torrance 2007). As a vehicle for communicating expecta-
tions and a tool for self-assessment, rubrics are not a “method” unto themselves.
Rubrics necessarily need to be part of instructional and formative assessment meth-
ods. Future research should also then address the use of rubrics with various instruc-
tional and formative assessment strategies.

It may turn out that it is not rubrics per se (that is, rubrics as an assessment tool in
a particular form), but the provision of focused learning goals, criteria, and perfor-
mance descriptions in whatever form that supports learning and motivational out-
comes for students. Even so, the fact that rubrics are an efficient, clear, and easily
understood way to focus learning goals, criteria, and performance descriptions would
recommend their use as one of, or even the primary, form in which to do this.

Regarding the effects of rubric use on motivation, the fact that four studies had
generally positive but mixed effects suggests that there is more work to be done to
describe the nature of the effects of rubrics on self-regulation of learning. It appears
that other self-assessment tools (e.g. scripts) that focus students on the task also
affect self-regulation of learning. There may be a gender effect, but whether it is
specific to writing, where girls may have an advantage (Brookhart 2009) or more
general is unknown. Self-regulation itself encompasses a large array of cognitive,
motivational, behavioral, and contextual variables (Pintrich and Zusho 2002); study
of the relationships among these variables and rubrics use is just beginning.

Implications for practice

The findings support the use of rubrics at all educational levels with the exception
of early childhood, where no studies were found. In turn, this means teachers or
post-secondary faculty should have professional development in using rubrics and in
coaching students to use rubrics, and pre-service teachers should have training in
these matters, as well.

Finally, readers should keep in mind that recommendations based on these find-
ings depend on the rubrics being suited for both formative and summative use by
containing description of quality work and not evaluation only. Although it is not
recommended (Andrade 2000; Arter and Chappuis 2006; Brookhart 2013b), many
rubrics do use “descriptions” of performance that read more like points-for-require-
ments (e.g. “has three sources”) than quality of work (e.g. “consults and interprets
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appropriate sources”). Rubrics that focus on the requirements for an assignment and
not indications of learning, especially if used in classroom contexts where evaluation
is more salient than learning (Stiggins and Conklin 1992), cannot be expected to
support students’ focus on learning over grading. Rubrics that include descriptions
of quality on criteria that reflect learning goals, however, confer benefits that simple
rating scales or point schemes cannot; they function as the goals toward which stu-
dents can monitor their progress.
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