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In K–12, and in higher education, rubrics have become popu-
lar for evaluating students’ writing. The straightforwardness of 
a rubric—a list of criteria, of what counts, often in a checklist 
form—appeals to the instructor or evaluator and to administrators 
collecting data about students because it is a time-saving tool for 
measuring skills demonstrated in complex tasks, such as writing 
assignments. Rubrics, however, are a bad idea for writers and for 
those who teach writing.

A Rube Goldberg machine is an overly engineered mechanism 
for a simple task. A rubric, by comparison, looks fancy and is often 
quantitative—it looks incredibly well engineered with its seem-
ingly airtight checklist. In fact, it’s overly engineered to organize 
feedback into criteria and levels, rows and columns. Instead of 
responding to writing in language—with oral or written feedback—
many rubrics mechanize response. At the same time, a rubric is an 
overly simple way to ignore that an essay is a complicated whole; it 
is impossible to tease its characteristics completely apart, because 
they are interdependent. A rubric, then, is an odd way to simulta-
neously overcomplicate and oversimplify the way one looks at and 
judges a written text.

Let’s begin with a look at the word’s origins and uses to under-
stand where the problem with rubrics begins. The word rubric 
comes from the Latin word for red. The red to which the word orig-
inally referred was the color of earth that contained the impure 
iron that is ocher and that was used to make ink. A rubric is, unfor-
tunately and perhaps inadvertently, a way to focus on the impurity; 
it’s a red pen, with all its power to correct and to write over what 
has been created. If one evaluates writing by looking for what’s 
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wrong or what needs to be corrected or fixed, one misses potential 
and fails to point toward improvement in the future. Moreover, the 
rubric’s simplicity implies that all writing can be fixed or corrected 
and that this correction can be done in the same way across pieces 
of written work and across students, instead of suggesting that 
revision—sometimes re-envisioning—is a more rewarding and 
fruitful step in becoming a better writer.	

Contemporary definitions for rubric suggest that it’s a term 
equivalent to a rule, especially for how to conduct a liturgical service 
(like stage directions printed in red), or an established tradition. In 
other words, rubrics work to maintain the status quo and prevent 
experimentation, deviation from the norm, and innovation. If you 
do x and y and z, the rubric says, your writing is good. But what if 
you do x and y and b—and discover something you’d not known 
before and isn’t on the rubric? The rubric does not accommodate 
the unexpected.

Following the rules—the rubric—to the letter is the opposite 
of what good writing does. Even writers as different as Flannery 
O’Connor and Joan Didion have said that they don’t know what they 
think until they write it. So, writing is a way of thinking, of invent-
ing one’s thoughts through language and inventing sentences that 
represent thoughts. But a rubric is a set of preconceived parame-
ters—designed before seeing the products of the task at hand—
that applies across the board. While a set of assignment guidelines 
can allow a writing task to be carried out in various ways, a rubric 
becomes an evaluative tool that doesn’t make sense if writing is 
the individual exploration that many writers experience. A rubric 
suggests that the task and its goals are understood before the writ-
ing itself occurs and that writing works the same way for everyone 
every time. Even when a rubric works adequately to evaluate or 
provide feedback, or even when teachers ask students to practice 
particular techniques or know what they’re looking for, using such 
a tool sends the message to students that writing fits preconceived 
notions. Students know that, on some level, they are writing to the 
rubric, instead of writing to think.

Another contemporary definition of the word is as a heading 
or category. That definition suggests that using a rubric to evalu-
ate writing is a way to label a piece of writing (and, perhaps unin-
tentionally, label the writer as well). The more comprehensive and 
detailed a rubric is, the less it is able to label efficiently. Rubrics, 
then, cannot be all-inclusive or wide-ranging and also good at spec-
ifying and categorizing. These labeling tools do not often include 
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the possibility of either/or that recognizes multiple ways to achieve 
a given goal.

Rubrics, learning outcomes, assessment practices, and the 
quantitative or numerical scoring of performance emerge out of 
the social sciences. That’s the underlying problem for using these 
methods to evaluate writing and to encourage improvement. Why 
must social science approaches (techniques adapted from science 
to study human behavior) be used to evaluate work in the arts 
and humanities? Tools like rubrics ask those of us trained in the 
arts and humanities to understand the difference between direct 
(product-based, such as exams or papers) and indirect (percep-
tion-based, such as surveys) outcomes. Social science methodol-
ogy asks teachers to see a text as data, not as language or creative 
production. These terms, such as data, are not ones that writers use 
to describe or understand their own writing and learning. Writing 
instructors and administrators like me, especially those who use 
rubrics not only for grading but for assessing entire programs, are 
using tools with which we are not properly trained and that were 
designed for other academic disciplines and data-driven research. 
While rubrics may be moderately helpful in assessing a program on 
the whole or providing program-level benchmarks, they are gener-
ally unhelpful, as currently used, in helping individual students 
improve their writing.

According to Classroom Assessment Techniques, a book by Thomas 
A. Angelo and K. Patricia Cross, the top teaching goals for English 
are writing skills, think[ing] for oneself, and analytic skills. The arts, 
humanities, and English share think for oneself as a high-priority 
goal. In addition, the arts, of which writing (especially creative 
writing) might be considered a part, lists creativity as a top goal, and 
the humanities considers openness to ideas (as an extension of think-
ing for oneself) as a priority in teaching. These skills are all very 
difficult to measure, especially via a preconceived rubric, and much 
more difficult than goals like apply principles or terms and facts, which 
are among the top teaching goals for business and the sciences. 
In other words, the most important goals for writing teachers are 
among the most difficult to evaluate. The standard rubric is better 
suited for measuring the most important aspects of learning in 
other fields than in writing.

Some rubrics attempt to be holistic, but when they begin to 
succeed, they are already moving away from being good rubrics for 
labeling or scoring. The more holistic the rubric is, the less effec-
tive it is at saving time—a feature that makes rubrics attractive in 
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the first place. While rubrics can be used for narrative or qualita-
tive feedback, they are unnecessary scaffolding in such cases and, 
worse, invite prescriptive responses. That’s what’s needed in the 
evaluation of writing: a move away from the prescriptive and toward 
the descriptive, a move away from monitoring toward formative 
and narrative feedback. Novelist John Irving has said that his work 
as an MFA student in fiction writing saved him time because his 
mentors told him what he was good at and to do more of that, 
and what he was not as good at and to do less of that. What Irving 
points to is formative and narrative response from expert mentors 
and engaged peers who revise their work and explore their options 
as writers.

Formative and narrative feedback (as Mitch James writes about 
in a previous chapter) involves the student in analyzing and think-
ing about his or her own writing. Self-reflection and awareness, 
which are key in learning over the long haul, become part of these 
types of evaluation. The simple technique of posing the ques-
tion “What if?” can compel a writer to try out options for writ-
ing, even when the writing task is specific in topic, audience, or 
length. Importantly, these types of feedback are individualized, not 
a one-size-fits-all response to a writing task. Feedback can be given 
at any time, not only when the task is complete and there’s no 
going back, not only at a time designated to give all students feed-
back. While rubrics can be employed in process, the form encour-
ages end use in practice and discourages real-time or back-and-
forth exchange of information. Nearly real-time response can have 
an immediate effect, and you don’t need a rubric to do that. The 
summative response that is based on rubrics takes time, becomes 
linked with grading, and becomes removed from the ongoing prac-
tice of writing itself, all of which make rubrics a bad idea. Instead, 
using formative types of feedback that are separated from grad-
ing often propels a writer into revision as he or she attempts to 
strengthen the written piece and his or her own writing skills. 

Further Reading
For more of Anna Leahy’s thoughts about assessment, see 

“Cookie-Cutter Monsters, One-Size Methodologies and the 
Humanities.” For advice on using rubrics, see “Designing and Using 
Rubrics” from the Gayle Morris Sweetland Center for Writing at the 
University of Michigan. In addition, W. James Popham provides a 
different take on rubrics in the journal, Educational Leadership. To 
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learn more tips on providing formative feedback, see “10 Tips for 
Providing Formative Feedback.”
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