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The purpose of this study was to investigate the effect of reading
a model written assignment, generating a list of criteria for the
assignment, and self-assessing according to a rubric, as well as
gender, time spent writing, prior rubric use, and previous
achievement on elementary school students’ scores for a written
assignment (N = 116). Participants were in grades 3 and 4. The
treatment involved using a model paper to scaffold the process
of generating a list of criteria for an effective story or essay,
receiving a written rubric, and using the rubric to self-assess first
drafts. The comparison condition involved generating a list of
criteria for an effective story or essay, and reviewing first drafts.
Findings include a main effect of treatment and of previous
achievement on total writing scores, as well as main effects on
scores for the individual criteria on the rubric. The results
suggest that using a model to generate criteria for an
assignment and using a rubric for self-assessment can help
elementary school students produce more effective writing.
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Rubrics have become popular with
teachers as a means of communi-

cating expectations for an assignment,
providing focused feedback on works
in progress, and grading final prod-
ucts (Andrade, 2000; Moskal & Leydens,
2000; Popham, 1997; Quinlan, 2006).
Although educators tend to define the
word “rubric” in slightly different ways,
a commonly accepted definition is a
document that articulates the expec-
tations for an assignment by listing the
criteria, or what counts, and describing
levels of quality from excellent to poor
(Andrade, 2000).

Rubrics are often used to grade
student work but many authors ar-
gue that they can serve another, more
important, role as well: Rubrics can
teach as well as evaluate (Arter &
McTighe, 2001; Quinlan, 2006; Stig-
gins, 2001; Stix, 1996). Stiggins argues
that, when used as part of a forma-
tive, student-centered approach to as-
sessment, rubrics have the potential to
help students develop understanding
and skill, as well as make dependable
judgments about the quality of their
own work. Identifying students as “the
key assessment users” (p. 17), Stiggins

notes that they should be able to use
assessments in many of the same ways
that teachers use them—to clarify the
standards for a quality performance,
and to guide ongoing feedback about
progress toward those standards. Other
assessment theorists, including Black
and Wiliam (1998), Brookhart (2003),
Shepard (2000), and Wiggins (1998)
put forward a similar conception of as-
sessment as a moment of learning.

Research on the Effects of Rubric Use

The claim that rubrics can promote
learning and achievement has intuitive
appeal but there is only limited empiri-
cal evidence to support it. We found two
relevant quasi-experimental studies. In
a study of the relationship between
having access to a rubric and seventh
and eighth grade students’ writing (An-
drade, 2001), having a rubric was asso-
ciated with higher scores on only one
of three essays written by the students.
However, questionnaires administered
at the end of the study revealed that stu-
dents who had received rubrics tended
to identify more of the criteria by which
their writing was evaluated, suggesting
that the students were developing an
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understanding of the qualities of effec-
tive writing as defined by the rubrics
they received. Andrade concluded that
simply handing out and explaining a
rubric can increase students’ knowl-
edge of the criteria for writing but that
translating that knowledge into actual
writing is more demanding. She recom-
mended sustained attention to the pro-
cess of assessing writing, including in-
volving students in the design of rubrics
by critiquing sample pieces of writing,
and by teaching students to self-assess
their works in progress.

Andrade’s recommendation regard-
ing involving students in co-creating
rubrics by critiquing examples is sup-
ported by research on the power of mod-
els in promoting skill acquisition. Zhu,
Simon, and colleagues (Zhu, Lee, Si-
mon, & Zhu, 1996; Zhu & Simon, 1987;
Zhu, Zhu, Lee, & Simon, 2003) have
demonstrated that studying worked-out
examples of science or math problems
can help students acquire new infor-
mation and skills, use the skills to
solve new problems, and express solu-
tions efficiently and accurately. Wiggins
(1998) argues that examples or models
can be equally useful in teaching writ-
ing. Noting that the performance stan-
dards on rubrics are open to interpre-
tation and that some students’ views of
“what it means to meet these criteria
and the standard may be way off the
mark” (p. 183), Wiggins recommends
giving students models in order to pro-
mote more accurate analyses of the cri-
teria in a rubric. Orsmond, Merry, and
Callaghan (2004) agree that a key fac-
tor in self-assessment is students’ un-
derstanding of specific criteria, and rec-
ommend the use of a subject-specific
exemplar.

For these reasons, students in the
treatment group in this study were
given a model essay or story and asked
to generate a list of criteria for their
writing assignments by listing the qual-
ities that made the model effective. Be-
cause we needed to use very similar
or identical rubrics in different classes
in order to make cross-class compar-
isons, students were not involved in
co-creating entire rubrics. Rather, they
were asked to generate a list of the cri-
teria for their assignment, which invari-
ably matched the rubrics that they were
given during the next class.

The second quasi-experimental
study we found also supports the belief
that rubrics and self-assessment can
promote learning. In a study of group
learning in five sixth grade social

studies classes, Cohen, Lotan, Scarloss,
Schultz, and Abram (2002) found that
students who were informed of the
evaluation criteria for written essays
had higher-quality discussions and
better group products than students
who worked without knowing the
criteria. Using path analysis, these
authors concluded that knowledge of
evaluative criteria had an indirect, not
a direct, effect on essay scores, with
group products and self-assessment
(group discussions of the quality of
their product) playing a key mediating
role.

Several studies of student responses
to rubrics provide indirect support for
the assertion that rubrics provide a
learning advantage. In a qualitative
study of undergraduates (Andrade &
Du, 2005), students reported that they
actively used rubrics to support their
learning and academic performance. In
focus groups, students discussed the
ways in which they used rubrics to plan
an approach to an assignment, check
their work, and guide or reflect on feed-
back from others. They said that us-
ing rubrics helped them focus their
efforts, produce work of higher qual-
ity, earn better grades, and feel less
anxious about an assignment. Studies
by Holmes and Smith (2003) and by
Orsmond, Merry, and Callaghan (2004)
have had similar results: Students re-
ported increased clarity regarding an
assignment when they have “criterion-
referenced schemes” (Orsmond, Merry,
& Callaghan, 2004, p. 275) and students
believed that rubric-referenced assess-
ment was more fair and “valuable to
their learning” (Holmes & Smith, 2003,
p. 320).

Research by Schafer, Swanson, Bené,
and Newberry (2001) also lends indi-
rect support to the view of students as
users of assessments. Their study of the
effects of teacher knowledge of rubrics
on student achievement suggests that
coaching high school algebra and biol-
ogy teachers on the rubric used to eval-
uate student work on constructed re-
sponse test items was associated with
higher scores on tests. Schafer et al.
speculate that the higher test scores
are the result of teachers incorporating
operational definitions of achievement
into their instruction in ways that were
understood and used by students.

Student Self-Assessment

Like rubric-referenced assessment,
student self-assessment and its poten-

tial to increase learning and achieve-
ment have been receiving a lot of at-
tention, much of it rhetorical (e.g.,
Baldwin, 2004; Leonhardt, 2005). The
empirical evidence is mounting and
compelling, however. White and Fred-
eriksen (1995, 1998) were among the
first to have shown success in using self-
assessment in their study of a mechan-
ics curriculum for junior high school
students. More recently, a study of sev-
enth and eighth grade students’ writing
by Andrade and Boulay (2003) found
a relationship between self-assessment
and quality of writing, especially for
girls. Ross, Rolheiser, and Hogaboam-
Gray (1999) have also studied self-
assessment and writing. They report
that weak writers in fourth, fifth, and
sixth grade who were trained in self-
assessment of narrative writing outper-
formed weak writers in the comparison
group. Ross et al. note that changes in
the conventions of language (sentence
structure, grammar, and spelling) were
negligible: The higher posttest scores
of the weakest writers were the result
of stronger performance on plot devel-
opment, or the “integration of story ele-
ments around a central theme” and “the
adoption of a narrative voice” (p. 124).

Ross, Hogaboam-Gray, and Rolheiser
(2002) tell of similarly positive results
of research involving self-assessment of
word problems in fifth and sixth grade
mathematics classes. Working with
older mathematics students, Stallings
and Tascione (1996) found that the
process of self-assessment can “engage
students in evaluating their progress,
aid in developing their communica-
tion skills, and increase their math-
ematics vocabulary” (p. 548). Black,
Harrison, Lee, Marshall, and Wiliam’s
(2003, 2004) study of formative as-
sessment practices in math and sci-
ence classes for 11- to 15-year olds re-
vealed a strong relationship between
formative assessment, including self-
assessment, and achievement. These
authors concluded that “the develop-
ment of self-assessment by the stu-
dent might have to be an important
feature of any programme of forma-
tive assessment” (2003, p. 14). Fi-
nally, there is some evidence that
self-assessment is associated with im-
proved performance on traditional ex-
ternal examinations. A study of the
influence of self-assessment training
on high school students’ scores on
external exams (MacDonald & Boud,
2003) showed a consistently positive ef-
fect of treatment.
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Research Questions and Hypotheses

The studies discussed above suggest
a link between rubric-referenced self-
assessment and student achievement.
Given the recent surge in the popular-
ity of rubrics in K-12 schools, however,
there is a need for more research,
particularly at the early elementary
and high school levels. This study
was designed to test popular claims
about the relationship between rubric-
referenced assessment, including and
especially self-assessment, and elemen-
tary school students’ writing by address-
ing two research questions:

1. Is there a main effect of a
model, generating criteria, and
rubric-referenced self-assessment
on scores assigned to students’ writ-
ing?

2. If so, is that effect influenced by
gender, previous achievement in
English/Language Arts, amount of
time spent on writing an assignment
in class, and/or prior exposure to
rubrics?

We predicted the following hypotheses
would be supported by our data:

1. Reading a model paper, generating
the criteria for a rubric, and using a
rubric to self-assess first drafts will
be associated with higher scores for
students’ written work.

2. On average, girls will receive higher
scores for their writing than boys.

3. Amount of writing time and pre-
vious achievement in English/
Language Arts will be positively as-
sociated with writing scores.

4. Prior exposure to rubrics will not be
related to writing scores.

Method and Data Sources
Participants

The study employed a convenience
sample of 116 volunteer participants.
It took place in seven public elemen-
tary school classrooms in the northeast-
ern United States. Three classes were
grade 3 (N = 46) and four were grade 4
(N = 70). Though each class had only
one teacher and a teacher’s aide for
all academic subjects, five of the seven
classes participated in the study dur-
ing English/Language Arts (ELA) class
time, and two of the classes participated
in the study during social studies class
time. The sample consisted of intact
classes, matched by grade level and sub-
ject matter: There were four classes in
the treatment group (two third grade

classes studying ELA, and two fourth
grades, one studying ELA and one study-
ing social studies), and three in the
comparison group (one third grade
studying ELA, and two fourth grades,
one studying ELA and one studying so-
cial studies).

Among the participants, 52 (44.8%)
were boys, and 64 (55.2%) were girls. A
majority of the participants (N = 110;
94.8%) were Caucasian. The number of
participants who were identified as hav-
ing special needs was very small (N =
3).

Instruments

Essays
Each class was asked to do a writing as-
signment. See Appendix A for each as-
signment. Six classes wrote persuasive
essays. Four of the six classes wrote per-
suasive essays about year-round school-
ing, and two of the six—one treatment,
one comparison—wrote about the im-
pact of the European settlers on the Na-
tive Americans. One third grade treat-
ment class wrote stories about their
families. Writing about topics related
to the curriculum was a condition of
participation in the study imposed by
the teachers of those classes.

Six researchers in three pairs scored
the essays. The scorers were blind
to treatment condition. The rubrics
used in the treatment classrooms were
adapted for use as scoring rubrics. Two
scoring rubrics were developed: One for
the third grade stories, and one for the
third and fourth grade persuasive es-
says. The rubrics (Appendix B) were
very similar but varied in terms of one
criterion; the ideas and content of the
writing to be assessed. In order to in-
crease discrimination between levels
and more precisely measure quality, the
scoring rubrics included six levels of
quality rather than the four levels in
the rubrics used in the classrooms.

The scoring rubrics were tested by
having the team of six researchers
score a series of essays together. The
rubrics were repeatedly revised until
the scorers agreed that there was min-
imal ambiguity. A scoring procedure
was designed to control individual scor-
ing behaviors and to promote accept-
able inter-rater reliability (Appendix
C). The standards for inter-rater relia-
bility were high: Rather than comparing
total scores given by each rater, which
can mask disagreements about the par-
ticular strengths and weaknesses of an

essay, the scores given to each of the
seven criteria for each essay were com-
pared. The following scoring process
was designed to manage the scoring
done by each pair of scorers and to track
inter-rater reliability:

1. Anchor papers. For each new grade
level and/or essay topic, each pair
of researchers scored two or three
anchor essays together and reached
consensus on the scores. Of the es-
says scored, 11% were co-scored as
anchor papers.

2. Co-scoring. An additional 23% of the
essays were co-scored by a pair of re-
searchers. Each scorer scored the
essays independently and shared
her scores and her reasons for
them with her co-scorer. They then
came to agreement on final scores.
Inter-rater reliability for co-scoring
(that is, prior to the sharing of
scores) was tracked for these es-
says. Percentage agreement ranged
from 26% to 57% for complete agree-
ment (M = 43.3%), from 49% to
82% for scores that differed by
half a point or less (M = 67.2%),
and from 81% to 97% for scores
that differed by one point or less
(M = 90.5%). The first author
scored nearly all of the anchor pa-
pers and co-scored essays in order
to check for scoring drift.

3. Final inter-rater reliability. An-
other 14% of the essays were scored
independently by two scorers in or-
der to calculate the percent of final
inter-rater reliability. Unlike the co-
scoring step above, scores for these
essays were not discussed. Aver-
ages of the scores assigned by the
pair were entered into the database.
The first author scored these es-
says as well, in order to guard
against scoring drift. If she believed
that the scores were not sufficiently
grounded in the scoring rubric, the
scoring pair was asked to co-score
additional essays in order to pro-
mote agreement. This was rare.
Final inter-rater reliability ranged
from 21% to 71% for complete agree-
ment (M = 40.5%), from 64% to
100% for scores that differed by half
a point or less (M = 74.7%), and
from 86% to 100% for scores that
differed by one point or less (M =
96.2%).

4. Independent scoring. The remain-
ing 52% of the essays were divided
between team members and scored
independently.
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Previous achievement in
English/language arts
In order to include previous achieve-
ment in writing as a covariate in the
analysis, recent English/Language Arts
grades for reading, spelling, and writing
were summed. Because grading scales
differed by teacher (some assigned let-
ter grades while others assigned nu-
merical grades), all class grades were
transformed into numbers (A+ = 97,
A = 92, and so on). Previous achieve-
ment scores ranged from 209 to 297. The
treatment and comparison groups had
comparable means (M = 267.49 and M
= 266.04, respectively).

Prior exposure to rubric use
Students’ recent previous exposure to
rubrics was measured via two ques-
tions on a questionnaire administered
at the beginning of the study: “Has your
teacher for this class ever given you a
rubric for a writing assignment? (Yes
or No.) If yes, about how many times
has your teacher given you a rubric for
a writing assignment? (1–2 times, 3–5
times, 6–10 times, 10 or more times.)”

Procedures

The writing process in each class re-
sembled a Writers’ Workshop: Students
engaged in some form of prewriting,
wrote first drafts, got feedback from
the classroom teacher, and wrote fi-
nal drafts. Table 1 summarizes the se-
quence of events followed by each class.

Table 1. Sequence of Events by Group and Class Period

Class Class Class Class Class
Group Period 1 Period 2 Period 3 Period 4 Period(s) 5+
Treatment 1. Introduce

Written
Assignment

1. Hand out and
Discuss Written
Rubric

Students Write First
Drafts

Students Use
Rubric to Self-
Assess First
Drafts

1. Classroom
Teacher Gives
Each Student
Feedback

2. Read and
Discuss Model
Story or Essay

2. Prewriting, e.g.,
Outlining,
Brainstorming

2. Students Write
Final Drafts

3. Generate List of
Qualities of an
Effective Story or
Essay

Comparison 1. Introduce
Written
Assignment

Prewriting, e.g.,
Outlining,
Brainstorming

Students Write First
Drafts

Students Self-
Assess Drafts
Without Rubric

1. Classroom
Teacher Gives
Each Student
Feedback

2. Generate List of
Qualities of an
Effective Story or
Essay

2. Students Write
Final Drafts

In order to ensure fidelity of treatment,
the first author co-led class periods one,
two, and four with the classroom teach-
ers.

The treatment condition differed
from the comparison condition in three
ways: The students in the treatment
group (1) read a model story or essay,
discussed its strengths and weaknesses,
and generated a list of qualities of an
effective story or essay; (2) received a
written rubric; and (3) used the rubric
to self-assess their first drafts. The stu-
dents in the comparison group did not
read a model story or essay but did gen-
erate a list of qualities of an effective
story or essay. The comparison group
did not receive a rubric. Students in the
comparison group were asked to review
their first drafts and note possibilities
for improvement in the final draft. They
did not self-assess their drafts accord-
ing to a rubric.

Model stories or essays
The treatment group was given a model
story or essay. The first author read
the model aloud and asked students
to critique it in terms of its strengths
and weaknesses. Once they had soundly
critiqued the model the students were
asked to generalize by listing the crite-
ria for their own written assignments.
Their brainstormed list of criteria was
tracked on the blackboard. Students
were told that their list of criteria would
be included in the rubric they would re-

ceive during the next class, and it was,
as students always identified the ma-
jor characteristics of effective writing.
For the purposes of research, however,
the rubrics given to the classes in the
treatment group were very similar to
each other and identical to those in Ap-
pendix B; students did not co-create
idiosyncratic rubrics.

Rubrics
The rubrics given to the treatment
group classes referred to seven com-
monly assessed criteria for writing (e.g.,
the 6 + 1 Trait� Writing Method;
see Culham, 2003; Spandel & Stiggins,
1997): ideas and content, organization,
voice and tone, word choice, sentence
fluency, and conventions (see Appendix
B). We treated the essay score data as
interval-level data for analysis.

Self-assessment
During the self-assessment done in
the treatment group, students were
asked to underline key phrases in
the rubric with colored pencils (e.g.,
“clearly states an opinion”), then un-
derline or circle in their drafts the ev-
idence of having met the standard ar-
ticulated by the phrase (e.g., his or her
opinion). If they found they had not
met the standard, they were asked to
write themselves a reminder to make
improvements when they wrote their fi-
nal drafts. This process was followed for
each criterion on the rubric except the
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conventions criterion, which was not
formally self-assessed.

Class time to write
Students were given class time to com-
plete each step of the writing process.
Time spent on writing—not instruction
nor the treatment—was recorded in
minutes by the first author.

Results
The average time spent on writing was
170.0 minutes (SD= 49.6). The amount
of class time devoted to writing var-
ied by class, from 105 to 265 minutes.
The average number of minutes to write
was 187.5 for the treatment group and
141.7 for the comparison group. Writ-
ing time was not significantly correlated
with essay score (r = .15, p = .1), and
a regression analysis indicated a sta-
tistically insignificant F-test (F = 2.8,
p = .1).

Class averages of students’ responses
to the questions about prior rubric use
by their teachers ranged from 0 (no,
my teacher has not given me a rubric
for a writing assignment) to 2.53 (yes,
my teacher has given me a rubric for
a writing assignment either 1–2 or 3–5
times) for the treatment group (M =
.99), and from .31 to 1.26 for the com-
parison group (M = .92). Prior rubric
use was not significantly correlated
with writing score (r = −.17, p =
.07), and a t-test indicated group equiv-
alence in terms of previous rubric use
(t = 1.3, p = .24). Regression analy-
sis indicated an insignificant F-test for
student-reported prior rubric use (F =
3.24, p = .07).

The average writing score for the en-
tire sample was 26.8 (SD = 5.2), with a
range of 16 to 40. In order to check for
an effect of writing assignment topic on
scores, we examined the mean scores
represented in Table 2. The mean of
the third grade stories (M = 31.05) was

Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations of Total Essay Scores by Grade Level,
Treatment Condition, and Writing Assignment Topic (N = 116)

Grade Condition Topic Mean SD N

3 Comparison Year-Round School 25.0 3.66 13
Treatment Story 31.05 4.74 19
Treatment Year-Round School 26.39 4.85 14

4 Comparison Year-Round School 26.15 4.57 15
Comparison Euro-Native American 22.32 4.91 18
Treatment Year-Round School 26.22 4.57 17
Treatment Euro-Native American 29.35 4.0 20

higher than the means of the other as-
signments but the stories were written
by a treatment group, so we predicted
higher scores. However, it is likely that
third graders found it easier to write
effective stories based on personal ex-
perience than to write persuasive es-
says, and that the familiarity of the story
genre contributed to the higher mean.
For this reason we analyzed the data
both with and without the scores for
the stories.

The means in Table 2 suggest no
clear advantage to either the year round
school or European-Native American
essays. A t-test of the mean difference
between the year round school essays
and the two other assignments com-
bined (stories and European-Native
American essays) was not significant
(t = −1.8, p = .08).

Table 3 contains the means and stan-
dard deviations for total essay score by
treatment condition and gender. Ini-
tial analysis and data screening sug-
gested that the variables most likely to
influence students’ writing scores in-
clude treatment, gender, and previous
achievement in English/Language Arts.
Ethnicity and special needs were not in-
cluded as variables because the sample
sizes for each are very small.

Total Essay Scores

Controlling for previous achievement, a
GLM two-way ANOVA was used to ana-
lyze the main effect of treatment and
gender. The assessment is statistically
significant. On average, the treatment
group’s writing scores (M = 28.5, SD =
4.9) are higher than the comparison
group’s scores (M = 24.3, SD = 4.7),
F(1, 111) = 18.9, p = .000, partial
η2 = .15. Girls tended to have some-
what higher essay scores (M = 27.7,
SD = 5.1) than boys (M = 25.8, SD =
5.2), but the difference does not reach

statistical significance, F(1, 111) = 1.9,
p = .17. The interaction between treat-
ment and gender is not significant, F(1,
111) = .84, p = .36. Figure 1 presents
the estimated marginal means of total
essays scores by treatment condition
and gender.

ANOVA was also used to analyze the
main effect of treatment and gender
without the story scores (N = 97). The
assessment is still statistically signifi-
cant. On average, the treatment group’s
writing scores (M = 27.5, SD = 4.6)
are higher than the comparison group’s
scores (M = 24.3, SD = 4.7), F(1, 92) =
10.08, p = .002, partial η2 = .10. Again,
no statistically significant gender dif-
ference is found, F(1, 92) = 1.8, p =
.18. The interaction between treatment
and gender is also not significant, F(1,
92) = .84, p = .36.

Scores on Individual Criteria

The previous paragraph reported on to-
tal essay scores, which were the sum of
scores received for the seven criteria on
the rubrics—ideas and content, organi-
zation, paragraph formatting, voice and
tone, word choice, sentence fluency,
and conventions. We also examined
the relationships between the treat-
ment and particular aspects of writ-
ing, as represented by each criterion.
Table 4 contains the means and stan-
dard deviations for scores on each cri-
terion on the rubric, by condition and
gender. The main effects of the vari-
ables on the scores for individual crite-
ria were examined using a GLM mul-
tivariate test. The results show that,
controlling for previous achievement,
treatment has a statistically significant
relationship with criteria scores. For
treatment, F(7, 105) = 4.2, p = .001,
partial η2 = .22. The effect of gender
is not significant F (7, 105) = .95, p =
.47. The interaction between treatment
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Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations of Total
Essay Scores by Condition and Gender (N = 116)

Condition Gender Mean SD N

Comparison Male 23.92 5.22 23
Female 24.73 4.18 23
Total 24.33 4.69 46

Treatment Male 27.25 4.77 29
Female 29.32 4.82 41
Total 28.46 4.87 70

Total Male 25.78 5.20 52
Female 27.67 5.07 64
Total 26.82 5.19 116

and gender is not significant F (7,
105) = 1.4, p = .23.

The between-subject effect tests
shows that treatment has a statistically
significant relationship with all criteria
scores at the p < .01 level (Ideas, F =
20.7, p = .00, partial η2 = .16; Organi-
zation F = 15.9, p = .00, partial η2 =
.13; Paragraphs F = 6.7, p = .01, par-
tial η2 = .06; Voice F = 11.2, p = .001,
partial η2 = .09; Word Choice F = 11.4,
p = .001, partial η2 = .09) except for
Sentences (F = 2.9, p = .09) and Con-
ventions (F = .48, p = .49). Gender
is not significantly related to criteria
scores.

Discussion
This study provides support for the
hypothesis that having students use
model papers to generate criteria for
a writing assignment and using a rubric
to self-assess first drafts is positively
related to the quality of their writing.
The treatment has a statistically sig-
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FIGURE 1. Estimated marginal means of total essays scores by condition and
gender.

nificant, positive association with third
and fourth grade students’ essay scores,
even controlling for the predictably
powerful effect of previous achieve-
ment in English/Language Arts. The ef-
fect size for total essay scores (partial
η2 = .15) is small but meaningful in
practice: Roughly translated into typ-
ical classroom grades (an admittedly
subjective process that can be under-
taken in a variety of ways) by equating
a score of six on each criterion with
100%, a five on each criterion with 90%,
a four with 80% and so on, the average
grade for the treatment group would be
a low B, compared to the average com-
parison group grade of a high C.

The influence of gender on writing
scores was relatively predictable: We
found that girls tended to receive some-
what higher scores for their writing
than boys, though the differences were
not statistically significant. The influ-
ence of amount of time spent on writing
was, perhaps surprisingly, not related
to total scores. We attribute this find-

ing to the teachers’ expert judgments
of whether or not their students needed
more time to work on their assignments.

Student-reported prior rubric use
was not associated with total scores on
the writing assignments. We attribute
this finding to minimal rubric use by
most of the students prior to the study. A
poll of the teachers revealed that, of the
seven teachers in the study, six had al-
ready exposed their students to rubrics
but only four handed their rubrics out
to students before they began an as-
signment, and only two had asked stu-
dents to use the rubrics to assess their
own or each others’ work. Like Andrade
(2001), we conclude that simply hand-
ing out a rubric is unlikely to have a
measurable effect on student work.

In the analysis of the scores received
on individual criteria (ideas and con-
tent, organization, paragraph format-
ting, voice and tone, word choice, sen-
tence structure, and conventions), the
treatment had a significant influence
on all criteria except for sentences and
conventions. Interestingly, conventions
was the only criterion not explicitly at-
tended to during the rubric-referenced
self-assessment done by the treatment
group. We interpret this finding as ad-
ditional evidence of the effect of formal
self-assessment.

We also note that the finding regard-
ing the effect of treatment on crite-
ria such as voice, or ideas and con-
tent, stands as a rejoinder to recent
critiques of rubrics (Kohn, 2006; Wil-
son, 2006). Kohn and Wilson argue that
rubrics promote weak writing by focus-
ing attention on only the most quan-
tifiable and least important qualities
of assignments. The fact that rubric-
referenced self-assessment was associ-
ated with higher scores on important
qualities like ideas and content testi-
fies to the potential of such processes to
help students master significant, mean-
ingful aspects of writing—at least when
the rubrics emphasize those important
qualities and when students are ac-
tively involved in using them (Andrade,
2006), as in this study.

There are several limitations to this
investigation. One is the short treat-
ment time: Students in this study were
asked to write only one assignment.
Since teachers who use rubrics often
use them more than once, research
on the long term effects of rubric use
by students could be illuminating. An-
other is the use of only one, strong
model paper. Critiquing multiple sam-
ples, including a weak paper, could
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Table 4. Means and Standard Deviations of
Scores for Each Criterion, by Condition and
Gender (N = 116)

Condition Gender Mean SD N

Ideas Comparison Male 3.02 1.32 23
Female 2.76 1.42 23
Total 2.89 1.36 46

Treatment Male 3.72 1.29 29
Female 4.26 1.10 41
Total 4.04 1.21 70

Organization Comparison Male 2.86 1.07 23
Female 3.01 0.90 23
Total 2.93 0.98 46

Treatment Male 3.61 0.94 29
Female 3.76 1.00 41
Total 3.70 0.97 70

Paragraphs Comparison Male 2.64 1.37 23
Female 2.90 0.99 23
Total 2.77 1.19 46

Treatment Male 3.46 1.42 29
Female 3.44 1.45 41
Total 3.45 1.42 70

Voice Comparison Male 3.70 1.55 23
Female 4.03 1.20 23
Total 3.86 1.38 46

Treatment Male 4.34 0.87 29
Female 4.85 0.98 41
Total 4.64 0.96 70

Words Comparison Male 3.59 0.85 23
Female 3.97 0.81 23
Total 3.78 0.84 46

Treatment Male 4.29 1.03 29
Female 4.46 0.94 41
Total 4.39 0.97 70

Sentences Comparison Male 4.17 0.70 23
Female 4.10 0.67 23
Total 4.14 0.68 46

Treatment Male 4.27 0.52 29
Female 4.43 0.66 41
Total 4.36 0.61 70

Conventions Comparison Male 3.95 0.72 23
Female 3.96 0.89 23
Total 3.95 0.80 46

Treatment Male 3.56 0.81 29
Female 4.12 1.00 41
Total 3.89 0.96 70

reduce the risk of students simply re-
producing the model. Though we did
not have a “cookie cutter” problem with
the writing students did for this study,
we know that good instructional prac-
tice involves the provision of multiple
models.

Other limitations are related to com-
mon issues with classroom-based re-
search: The lack of random assignment
to treatment or comparison groups,
which could have led to nonequivalent
groups; multiple teachers with varying
teaching styles, which makes it diffi-

cult to parse the effect of teacher and
the effect of treatment; and the differ-
ent writing assignments, which adds an
additional source of variation between
the groups. Though we attempted to
manage some of these methodologi-
cal issues by controlling for previous
achievement in our statistical analyses
and ensuring fidelity of treatment, we
acknowledge the limitations inherent
in the design of this study.

The implications for classroom prac-
tice that emerge from this research
seem relatively straightforward: Ele-
mentary school students ought to be
actively engaged in critiquing sample
pieces of writing, in thinking together
about the criteria that are in the rubrics
by which their writing will be evaluated,
and in self-assessment of their works in
progress. In classrooms unconstrained
by the demands of research, the process
of co-creating criteria can even lead
to student-generated rubrics. By involv-
ing students in the assessment process
in these ways, teachers can blur the
distinction between instruction and as-
sessment and transform classroom as-
sessment into a moment of learning
(Zessoules & Gardner, 1991).

We limited our recommendations for
classroom practice to the teaching of
writing because that is what we stud-
ied. Studies like this one are needed in
other domains, including and especially
science and math, which tend to involve
students in qualitatively different kinds
of work. We also encourage research
on rubric-referenced assessment in sec-
ondary schools and higher education,
with diverse populations, and with stu-
dents with learning disabilities.
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Appendix A: Writing Assignments
Third Grade Family Story Writing
Assignment

Families seem to love telling stories
about things that happened to them or
their relatives. For example, one family
tells about the time their grandmother
finished sewing the hem of her daugh-
ter’s wedding dress just as the wed-
ding march music began to play and
the doors opened for the bride. An-
other family often tells the story of their
4-year old son, who was told to “remem-
ber to look up” when reciting a poem
at a school program. The boy proudly
recited his poem while looking straight
up at the ceiling!

Please write a family story. You may
or may not have lived it but you have
probably heard the story told so many
times that you can retell it in detail.
Be sure to write about what happened,
to whom, and why the story is loved by
your family.

Third and Fourth Grade Persuasive
Essay Assignment: Year Round Schools

Most schools in America are open 10
months of the year, and closed for
2 months (July and August). This
schedule was created when many Amer-
icans were farmers and children were
needed to work on farms during the
summer. Some people argue that we
should move to year-round schools now
that times have changed. Year-round
schools would still be open only 180 days
a year but the schedule would be spread
out differently. For example, students
could be in school for 9 weeks and off
for 3 weeks all year long, including sum-
mer. The normal breaks for weekends
and holidays would be built into this
calendar.

Arguments for Year-Round School
• Students forget a lot during the

summer. Shorter vacations can help them
remember more.

• It is a waste of space and time to
have school buildings closed all summer.

• Short breaks give students time to
learn in other places besides schools.

• Students who need extra help can
get it during the short breaks.

• Students get bored during the long
break of summer.

• It is easier to schedule vacations
because not everyone wants to travel at
the same time.

• Other countries have year-round
schools.
Arguments against Year-Round School
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• Studies of year-round school have
not always shown that it helps students
learn more.

• Students will forget information
whether they are out of school for three
weeks or ten weeks.

• Teachers will have to review four
times a year instead of just once.

• Summer programs such as camps
will suffer.

• Students won’t be able to get sum-
mer jobs.

• Many schools are old and do not
have air conditioning.

• Band and sports could have prob-
lems with scheduling practices and com-
petitions.

Appendix B. Rubrics Given to Students in the Treatment Condition Family Story
Rubric (3rd grade)

3 2 1 0

Ideas and
Content

The paper tells an
interesting family
story with lots of
relevant details. It
tells why the family
loves the story. It
stays on topic.

The paper tells a story
but without much
detail. Does not tell
why family loves the
story. Stays on topic.

There is a very general
story but the writing
strays off topic or
doesn’t give enough
detail.

The story is unclear. It
may be repetitious or
disconnected
thoughts with no
main point.

Organization The story has a
beginning with an
interesting lead, a
middle, and an
ending. It is in an
order that makes
sense.

The story has a
beginning, middle
and end. The order
makes sense.

The story has an
attempt at a
beginning and or
ending. Some ideas
seem out of order.

There is no real
beginning or ending.
Ideas seem loosely
strung together.

Voice The writer sounds like a
real person who likes
the story. The story
tells what the people
in it thought and felt.

The writer seems
sincere but not
enthusiastic. Tells a
little about what
people thought and
felt.

The story could have
been written by
anyone. Tells very
little about what
people thought and
felt.

The writing is bland. It
sounds like the writer
doesn’t like the story.
No thoughts or
feelings.

Word Choice Descriptive words are
used (“comical”
instead of “funny” or
“miserable” instead
of “sad”).

The words are mostly
ordinary, with a few
attempts at
descriptive words.

The words are ordinary
but generally correct.

The same words are
used over and over.
Some words are used
incorrectly.

Sentence
Fluency

The sentences are
complete, clear, and
begin in different
ways.

The sentences are
usually correct.

There are many
incomplete
sentences and
run-ons.

The story is hard to
read because of
incomplete and
run-on sentences.

Conventions Spelling, punctuation,
capitalization,
grammar and
paragraphs are
correct. Only minor
edits are needed.

Spelling, punctuation
and caps are usually
correct. Some
problems with
grammar and
paragraphs.

There are enough errors
to make the writing
hard to read and
understand.

There are so many
errors that the writing
is almost impossible
to read.

• Parents could have children at dif-
ferent schools on different schedules.

Please write 3 paragraphs in which
you argue for or against year-round
school. Be sure to clearly state your
opinion, either “I want year-round
school” or “I do not want year-round
school.” Give at least 3 reasons in sup-
port of your opinion.

Fourth Grade Persuasive Essay
Assignment: Impact of Europeans
on Native Americans

Europeans brought many changes to
the Native Americans when they came
to America. Some of the changes they

brought were:
• The idea of owning land
• The idea of naming places
• Goods to trade such as cloth, knives,

axes, guns, tools, pots and pans, and other
metals

• New diseases
• New types of buildings.

Some people say these changes had
a positive (good) impact on the lives
of the Native Americans. Other people
disagree, saying the changes had a neg-
ative (bad) impact on the Native Amer-
ican way of life. Please take a side. Did
the changes brought by the Europeans
have a positive or negative impact on
the lives of the Native Americans?
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Persuasive Essay Rubric (Grades 3 & 4)

4 3 2 1

Ideas and
content

The paper clearly states
an opinion and gives
3 clear, detailed
reasons in support of
it.

An opinion is given.
One reason may be
unclear or lack
detail.

An opinion is given.
The reasons given
tend to be weak or
inaccurate. May get
off topic.

The opinion and
support for it is
buried, confused
and/or unclear.

Organization The paper has a
beginning with an
interesting lead, a
middle, and an
ending. It is in an
order that makes
sense. Paragraphs are
indented and have
topic and closing
sentences and main
ideas.

The paper has a
beginning, middle
and end. The order
makes sense.
Paragraphs are
indented; some have
topic and closing
sentences.

The paper has an
attempt at a
beginning and or
ending. Some ideas
may seem out of
order. Some
problems with
paragraphs.

There is no real
beginning or ending.
The ideas seem
loosely strung
together. No
paragraph
formatting.

Voice & tone The writing shows what
the writer thinks and
feels. It sounds like
the writer cares
about the topic.

The writing seems
sincere but not
enthusiastic. The
writer’s voice fades
in and out.

The paper could have
been written by
anyone. It shows
very little about what
the writer thought
and felt.

The writing is bland
and sounds like the
writer doesn’t like
the topic. No
thoughts or feelings.

Word choice Descriptive words are
used (“helpful”
instead of “good” or
“destructive” instead
of “bad”).

The words are mostly
ordinary, with a few
attempts at
descriptive words.

The words are ordinary
but generally correct.

The same words are
used over and over.
Some words are used
incorrectly.

Sentence
fluency

The sentences are
complete, clear, and
begin in different
ways.

The sentences are
usually correct.

There are many
incomplete
sentences and
run-ons.

The story is hard to
read because of
incomplete and
run-on sentences.

Conventions Spelling, punctuation,
capitalization, and
grammar are correct.
Only minor edits are
needed.

Spelling, punctuation
and caps are usually
correct. Some
problems with
grammar.

There are enough errors
to make the writing
hard to read and
understand.

The writing is almost
impossible to read
because of errors.

Appendix C: Essay Scoring
Procedures for Essay Raters
Scoring dozens of essays can be gru-
eling, and the temptation to hurry is
strong. The consequences of hurrying
can be severe though, and include lots
more time spent on getting inter-rater
reliability, distorted research findings,
and me wringing hands and necks, to
name a few. That is why I am strict about
my scoring procedures, and I will ask
you to be strict as well. Please be sure
you are well and rested, give yourselves
frequent breaks, and use this process
every time you score:

1. Get a glass of water and get comfort-
able. Breathe deeply. (Your brain
works better when it is hydrated and
oxygenated!)

2. Check to see if the essays you are
about to score are on the list of es-
says NOT to score.

3. Read the assignment. Note the high-
lighted sections and make a mental
note to keep an eye out for the con-
tent they specify.

4. Read two benchmark essays and
their scored rubrics to remind you
of the scores they received.

5. Read a new essay.
6. Score one criterion at a time. E.g.,

read the entire Ideas and Content
criterion, from highest to lowest lev-
els. Chose a score (you can overlap
levels if necessary). Then do the Or-
ganization criterion the same way
etc. Don’t forget to read all 6 levels
of each criterion as you score. In-

credibly, you’ll find you forget what
is in each box, and your accuracy
will suffer if you don’t constantly
remind yourself of the scoring pos-
sibilities by reading an entire crite-
rion/row.

7. To score Word Choice, make squig-
gly lines under every descriptive
(“big”) word that is used correctly.
Put a squiggly circle around incor-
rectly used big words. Count them
up. Note repeated uses of “bor-
ing” words like bad, mad, sad, nice,
happy.

8. To score variety in the beginnings
of sentences for Sentence Fluency,
circle the first word in each sen-
tence. Count the number of times
each word starts a sentence and
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write a tally in the margin of the pa-
per. Count run-ons and fragments.

9. To score Conventions, highlight
incorrect spellings, capitalization
and punctuation. Count them.

Count grammar problems, too. Note
which, if any, are due to the use of
fancy techniques, such as dialogue.

10. When you finish an essay, read it
again and check your scores for

each criterion. Change them as nec-
essary.

11. Look up. Take a drink of water.
Smile. Breathe. Think about what
a joy it is to be reading these essays.
Start another one.
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