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Using Rubrics in Content Area Instruction
Rubrics are performance-based assessment tools that content area teachers can use to evaluate and 
support student learning. 

Types of Rubrics
There are two major types of rubrics: analytical and holistic. 

Analytical rubrics focus on specific criteria related to a task or assignment. Analytical rubrics include a 
predetermined set of essential criteria or descriptors for what is required in the task and descriptions 
of the varying levels or qualities of performance for each criterion. Analytical rubrics usually include a 
value or score for each level of performance.

Analytical rubrics are most often used in classrooms because they give both teachers and students 
clear descriptions of what good performance looks like. This type of rubric also provides detailed, 
formative feedback about students’ learning and what they need to do to improve. 

Holistic rubrics focus on a global picture of the task as a whole. Holistic rubrics do not list separate 
levels of performance for each criterion. Instead, these rubrics assign a level of performance across 
multiple criteria. Holistic rubrics usually include a value or score for each level of performance.

Note About Checklists
Checklists are assessment tools, but they are not rubrics. Checklists list the criteria for a task or 
assignment, like rubrics, but do not include the levels or quality of performance.

Purpose of Rubrics
Although rubrics are commonly associated with evaluation (the assessment or scoring of student 
work), rubrics can also be used for instruction to scaffold and support student learning.

Evaluation rubrics allow teachers to make valid and reliable criterion-referenced judgments about 
the degree to which a student’s performance meets the criteria for a particular task. In other words, 
rubrics take the mystery out of grading. Teachers can evaluate and even assign grades in a more 
consistent and objective manner. For example, the scores can be tallied and then averaged to come 
up with a final score that can then be converted into a grade (e.g., a score ranging from 4 to 3.50 is 
converted to an A, 3.49 to 3.0 to an A–, 2.99 to 2.50 to a B).

Well-designed rubrics also clarify for students a teacher’s expectations for specific assignments. When 
rubrics are shared before an assignment, students know the criteria on which they will be graded and 
then can work toward meeting the highest performance criteria.

Rubrics are not just for evaluation. More importantly, they are also instructional tools that help 
students view assessment as more than just a grade or score. Rubrics are working guides that provide 
specific informative feedback as students work through a task, process, or procedure such as a content 
area writing assignment. Learning how to use rubrics helps students identify their strengths and areas 
in need of improvement. 
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Note About Instruction
Rubrics are not a substitute for good instruction. They should not merely be given to students at the 
beginning of an assignment. Rubrics are not self-explanatory. Teachers should introduce and explicitly 
teach students how to use a rubric as a working guide before, during, and after an assigned task. 

Rubrics and Writing Instruction 
Writing rubrics are generally used in the content areas with formal writing assignments such as essays, 
reports, or research papers. These types of rubric describe the varying levels of quality for the essential 
criteria related to a specific writing genre or assignment. 

Ideally, when students use rubrics, they begin to internalize the criteria as they write and ultimately 
can generalize and transfer what they have learned to future writing tasks. 

To incorporate rubrics in content area instruction, use the following procedure:

•	 Introduce the rubric before students begin to write.  
Distribute a copy of the rubric to each student after the mentor text (model essay or other writing 
sample) has been read and the elements of the genre have been identified. 

•	 Model for students how to read the rubric. 
Make sure the rubric’s language is comprehensible to all students so they have a clear 
understanding of the criteria (what is expected of them).

•	 Use the rubric with students to evaluate the mentor text.  
Consider evaluating other writing samples that represent a range of performance to help students 
understand the differences in quality.

•	 Model and explain for students how to use the rubric at each stage of the writing process—
before, during, and after they write.  
For example, rubrics provide important information for students to use when revising and editing 
their own writing or conferring with peers. The criteria and performance-level descriptors show 
students what the next steps should be to improve their writing.

Rubric Design
Rubrics should be concise and easy to use. 

Teachers can use premade rubrics, design their own, or work with students to create rubrics. Online 
tools and templates are available for teachers to create their own curriculum-based rubrics (e.g., the 
free RubiStar tool: http://rubistar.4teachers.org/index.php). 

A sample teacher-made analytical rubric that incorporates the elements of a mathematical written 
response is included on the remaining pages of this handout.

Source: Andrade, H. G. (2000). Using rubrics to promote thinking and learning. Educational Leadership, 57(5), 13–18.
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Elements of a Mathematical Written Response

•	 Writing includes responses to all parts of the question.

•	 Connections are shown between each step.

•	 Each part of the question is labeled.

•	 Organization matches the sequential nature of answering the question.

•	 Sequence of steps to solve the problem and the strategy used are included.

•	 Writing explains to the reader each step of the process needed to solve the problem.

•	 Mathematical vocabulary is used throughout the response.

•	 Graphs, charts, number lines, and diagrams are used as needed.

•	 Vocabulary words are defined to demonstrate understanding.

•	 There is evidence of computation with correct results.

•	 Writing demonstrates an understanding of spelling, grammar, and mechanics (editing is 
important). 

Note: Please see Teaching Expository and Persuasive Texts (TEPT0001) for a mathematical written 
response sample.

Source: Scallin, S. M. (2006). Written response to mathematical questions: Computation and composition. In S. L. 
Pasquarelli (Ed.), Teaching writing genres across the curriculum: Strategies for middle school teachers (pp. 77–90). 
Greenwich, CT: Information Age.
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Video Guide for Teacher Talk: Understanding Rubrics
In the video, a group of teachers use student writing samples scored with an assessment rubric to 
discuss how to help students revise and improve their writing. As you watch each segment, use the 
Cornell Notes chart below to record specific details the teachers share or any questions that come 
to mind for the main ideas and key concepts listed in the left column. After the video, complete the 
chart by summarizing the most important ideas from the discussion.

Main Ideas and Key Concepts

•	 Helping students who do not address the 
prompt or topic or do not use the correct 
writing form or genre

•	 Understanding how to use an assessment 
rubric to provide meaningful feedback 

•	 Teaching students what a good essay looks like

•	 Teaching writing within the constraints of 
everything you must cover and the diverse 
abilities of students

•	 Understanding what reading and writing 
instruction looks like in the lower versus the 
upper grades

•	 Preparing students to write well across 
different situations, including high-stakes tests

•	 Narrowing down which revisions to focus on

Details and Questions

Summary

Source: Teach for America. (2011). Secondary literacy. Retrieved from http://teachingasleadership.org/sites/default/files/
Related-Readings/SL_2011.pdf
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Literary Scoring Guide
These examples were selected specifically for use in this online course from the English I Writing 
State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR®) rubrics and sample student essays made 
available by the Texas Education Agency.
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STAAR English I Literary Writing 

Score Point 1 

The story represents a very limited writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

 The form or structure of the story is inappropriate to the purpose or the 
specific demands of the prompt. The writer uses narrative strategies or 
literary devices that are only marginally suited to the literary task, or they 
are inappropriate or not evident at all. The writer presents the story in a 
random or illogical way, causing it to lack clarity and direction. 

 Many of the details do not contribute to the story. The writer’s lack of focus 
on a specific character, event, or idea weakens the unity and coherence of 
the story. 

 The writer’s presentation of the story is weak. Repetition or wordiness 
sometimes causes serious disruptions in the story line. At other times the 
lack of meaningful transitions and sentence-to-sentence connections makes 
one or more parts of the story unclear or difficult to follow. 

Development of Ideas 

 The development of the story is weak because the details are inappropriate, 
vague, or insufficient. They do not contribute to key literary elements such as 
character development, conflict, and point of view. 

 The story is insubstantial because the writer’s response to the prompt may 
be vague or confused. In some cases, the story as a whole is only weakly 
linked to the prompt. In other cases, the writer develops the story in a 
manner that demonstrates a lack of understanding of the literary writing 
task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice may be vague or limited. It reflects little or no 
awareness of the literary purpose. The word choice may impede the quality 
and clarity of the story. 

 Sentences may be simplistic, awkward, or uncontrolled, weakening the
 
effectiveness of the story.
 

 The writer has little or no command of sentence boundaries and spelling, 
capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions. Serious and 
persistent errors create disruptions in the fluency of the writing and 
sometimes interfere with meaning. 

Texas Education Agency
 
Student Assessment Division
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STAAR English I Literary Writing 

Score Point 2 

The story represents a basic writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

 The form or structure of the story is evident but may not always be 
appropriate to the purpose or responsive to the specific demands of the 
prompt. The writer uses narrative strategies or literary devices that are only 
somewhat suited to the literary task. The writer is able to convey some sense 
of the story. 

 Some of the details do not contribute to the story. The writer may focus on a 
specific character, event, or idea but may not sustain that focus, limiting the 
unity and coherence of the story. 

 The writer’s presentation of the story is inconsistent. Sometimes repetition or 
wordiness causes minor disruptions in the story line. At other times 
transitions and sentence-to-sentence connections are too perfunctory or 
weak to support the logical movement of the story. 

Development of Ideas 

 The development of the story is minimal and remains at a surface level 
because there are few details, they are not always appropriate, or they are 
too general. For the most part, the details contribute only marginally to key 
literary elements such as character development, conflict, and point of view. 

 The story reflects little or no thoughtfulness. The writer’s response to the 
prompt is sometimes formulaic. The writer develops the story in a manner 
that demonstrates only a limited understanding of the literary writing task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice may be general or imprecise. It reflects a basic 
awareness of the literary purpose. The word choice may limit the quality and 
clarity of the story. 

 Sentences may be awkward or only somewhat controlled, limiting the
 
effectiveness of the story.
 

 The writer demonstrates a partial command of sentence boundaries and 
spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions. Some 
distracting errors may be evident, at times creating minor disruptions in the 
fluency or meaning of the writing. 

Texas Education Agency
 
Student Assessment Division
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STAAR English I Literary Writing 

Score Point 3 

The story represents a satisfactory writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

 The form or structure of the story is, for the most part, appropriate to the 
purpose and responsive to the specific demands of the prompt. The writer 
uses narrative strategies or literary devices that are adequately suited to the 
literary task. The writer is able to clearly convey the story. 

 Most details contribute to the effectiveness of the story. The writer focuses 
on a specific character, event, or idea and generally sustains that focus. The 
story is coherent, though it may not always be unified due to minor lapses in 
focus. 

 The writer’s presentation of the story is adequately controlled. For the most 
part, transitions are meaningful, and sentence-to-sentence connections are 
sufficient to support the logical movement of the story. 

Development of Ideas 

 Specific details add some substance to the story. For the most part, these 
details contribute to key literary elements such as character development, 
conflict, and point of view. 

 The story reflects some thoughtfulness. The writer's response to the prompt 
is original rather than formulaic. The writer develops the story in a manner 
that demonstrates a good understanding of the literary writing task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice is, for the most part, specific and concrete. It
 
reflects an awareness of the literary purpose. The word choice usually
 
contributes to the quality and clarity of the story.
 

 Sentences are varied and adequately controlled, for the most part
 
contributing to the effectiveness of the story.
 

 The writer demonstrates an adequate command of sentence boundaries and 
spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar and usage conventions. 
Although some errors may be evident, they create few (if any) disruptions in 
the fluency of the writing, and they do not affect the clarity of the story. 

Texas Education Agency
 
Student Assessment Division
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STAAR English I Literary Writing 

Score Point 4 

The story represents an accomplished writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

 The form or structure of the story is appropriate to the purpose and 
responsive to the specific demands of the prompt. The writer uses narrative 
strategies or literary devices that are particularly well suited to the literary 
task. The writer is able to skillfully convey the story. 

 All details contribute to the effectiveness of the story. The writer focuses on a 
specific character, event, or idea and sustains that focus, strengthening the 
unity and coherence of the story. 

 The writer’s presentation of the story is well controlled. Meaningful 
transitions and strong sentence-to-sentence connections enhance the logical 
movement of the story. 

Development of Ideas 

 Specific, well-chosen details add substance to the story. These details
 
contribute significantly to key literary elements such as character
 
development, conflict, and point of view.
 

 The story is thoughtful and engaging. The writer may respond to the prompt 
from an unusual perspective, may use his/her unique experiences or view of 
the world as a basis for writing, or may connect ideas in interesting ways. 
The writer develops the story in a manner that demonstrates a thorough 
understanding of the literary writing task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice is vivid and expressive. It reflects a keen awareness 
of the literary purpose. The word choice strongly contributes to the quality 
and clarity of the story. 

 Sentences are purposeful, varied, and well controlled, enhancing the
 
effectiveness of the story.
 

 The writer demonstrates a consistent command of sentence boundaries and 
spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions. 
Although minor errors may be evident, they do not detract from the fluency 
of the writing or the clarity of the story. The overall strength of the 
conventions contributes to the effectiveness of the story. 
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Expository Scoring Guide
These examples were selected specifically for use in this online course from the English I Writing 
State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR®) rubrics and sample student essays made 
available by the Texas Education Agency.
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STAAR English I Expository Writing 

Score Point 1 

The essay represents a very limited writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

 The organizing structure of the essay is inappropriate to the purpose or the 
specific demands of the prompt. The writer uses organizational strategies 
that are only marginally suited to the explanatory task, or they are 
inappropriate or not evident at all. The absence of a functional organizational 
structure causes the essay to lack clarity and direction. 

 Most ideas are generally related to the topic specified in the prompt, but the 
thesis statement is missing, unclear, or illogical. The writer may fail to 
maintain focus on the topic, may include extraneous information, or may 
shift abruptly from idea to idea, weakening the coherence of the essay. 

 The writer’s progression of ideas is weak. Repetition or wordiness sometimes 
causes serious disruptions in the flow of the essay. At other times the lack of 
transitions and sentence-to-sentence connections causes the writer to 
present ideas in a random or illogical way, making one or more parts of the 
essay unclear or difficult to follow. 

Development of Ideas 

 The development of ideas is weak. The essay is ineffective because the writer 
uses details and examples that are inappropriate, vague, or insufficient. 

 The essay is insubstantial because the writer’s response to the prompt is 
vague or confused. In some cases, the essay as a whole is only weakly linked to 
the prompt. In other cases, the writer develops the essay in a manner that 
demonstrates a lack of understanding of the expository writing task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice may be vague or limited. It reflects little or no 
awareness of the expository purpose and does not establish a tone 
appropriate to the task. The word choice may impede the quality and clarity 
of the essay. 

 Sentences are simplistic, awkward, or uncontrolled, significantly limiting the 
effectiveness of the essay. 

 The writer has little or no command of sentence boundaries and spelling, 
capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions. Serious and 
persistent errors create disruptions in the fluency of the writing and 
sometimes interfere with meaning. 
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STAAR English I Expository Writing 

Score Point 2 

The essay represents a basic writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

 The organizing structure of the essay is evident but may not always be 
appropriate to the purpose or the specific demands of the prompt. The essay 
is not always clear because the writer uses organizational strategies that are 
only somewhat suited to the expository task. 

 Most ideas are generally related to the topic specified in the prompt, but the 
writer’s thesis statement is weak or somewhat unclear. The lack of an 
effective thesis or the writer’s inclusion of irrelevant information interferes 
with the focus and coherence of the essay. 

 The writer’s progression of ideas is not always logical and controlled. 
Sometimes repetition or wordiness causes minor disruptions in the flow of 
the essay. At other times transitions and sentence-to-sentence connections 
are too perfunctory or weak to support the flow of the essay or show the 
relationships among ideas. 

Development of Ideas 

 The development of ideas is minimal. The essay is superficial because the 
writer uses details and examples that are not always appropriate or are too 
briefly or partially presented. 

 The essay reflects little or no thoughtfulness. The writer’s response to the 
prompt is sometimes formulaic. The writer develops the essay in a manner 
that demonstrates only a limited understanding of the expository writing 
task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice may be general or imprecise. It reflects a basic 
awareness of the expository purpose but does little to establish a tone 
appropriate to the task. The word choice may not contribute to the quality 
and clarity of the essay. 

 Sentences are awkward or only somewhat controlled, weakening the

effectiveness of the essay.


 The writer demonstrates a partial command of sentence boundaries and 
spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions. Some 
distracting errors may be evident, at times creating minor disruptions in the 
fluency or meaning of the writing. 

Texas Education Agency

Student Assessment Division


Handout (6 of 14)



© 2014 Texas Education Agency/The University of Texas System

Teaching Revising and Editing Skills 
Gateway Resource TRES0002

Handout (7 of 14)



© 2014 Texas Education Agency/The University of Texas System

Teaching Revising and Editing Skills 
Gateway Resource TRES0002

Handout (8 of 14)



© 2014 Texas Education Agency/The University of Texas System

Teaching Revising and Editing Skills 
Gateway Resource TRES0002

STAAR English I Expository Writing 

Score Point 3 

The essay represents a satisfactory writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

 The organizing structure of the essay is, for the most part, appropriate to the 
purpose and responsive to the specific demands of the prompt. The essay is 
clear because the writer uses organizational strategies that are adequately 
suited to the expository task. 

 The writer establishes a clear thesis statement. Most ideas are related to the 
thesis and are focused on the topic specified in the prompt. The essay is 
coherent, though it may not always be unified due to minor lapses in focus. 

 The writer’s progression of ideas is generally logical and controlled. For the 
most part, transitions are meaningful, and sentence-to-sentence connections 
are sufficient to support the flow of the essay and show the relationships 
among ideas. 

Development of Ideas 

 The development of ideas is sufficient because the writer uses details and 
examples that are specific and appropriate, adding some substance to the 
essay. 

 The essay reflects some thoughtfulness. The writer’s response to the prompt 
is original rather than formulaic. The writer develops the essay in a manner 
that demonstrates a good understanding of the expository writing task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice is, for the most part, clear and specific. It reflects an 
awareness of the expository purpose and establishes a tone appropriate to 
the task. The word choice usually contributes to the quality and clarity of the 
essay. 

 Sentences are varied and adequately controlled, for the most part

contributing to the effectiveness of the essay.


 The writer demonstrates an adequate command of sentence boundaries and 
spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions. 
Although some errors may be evident, they create few (if any) disruptions in 
the fluency of the writing, and they do not affect the clarity of the essay. 
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STAAR English I Expository Writing 

Score Point 4 

The essay represents an accomplished writing performance. 

Organization/Progression 

 The organizing structure of the essay is clearly appropriate to the purpose 
and responsive to the specific demands of the prompt. The essay is skillfully 
crafted because the writer uses organizational strategies that are particularly 
well suited to the expository task. 

 The writer establishes a clear thesis statement. All ideas are strongly related 
to the thesis and are focused on the topic specified in the prompt. By 
sustaining this focus, the writer is able to create an essay that is unified and 
coherent. 

 The writer’s progression of ideas is logical and well controlled. Meaningful 
transitions and strong sentence-to-sentence connections enhance the flow of 
the essay by clearly showing the relationships among ideas, making the 
writer’s train of thought easy to follow. 

Development of Ideas 

 The development of ideas is effective because the writer uses details and 
examples that are specific and well chosen, adding substance to the essay. 

 The essay is thoughtful and engaging. The writer may choose to use his/her 
unique experiences or view of the world as a basis for writing or to connect 
ideas in interesting ways. The writer develops the essay in a manner that 
demonstrates a thorough understanding of the expository writing task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice is purposeful and precise. It reflects a keen 
awareness of the expository purpose and maintains a tone appropriate to the 
task. The word choice strongly contributes to the quality and clarity of the 
essay. 

 Sentences are purposeful, varied, and well controlled, enhancing the

effectiveness of the essay.


 The writer demonstrates a consistent command of sentence boundaries and 
spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions. 
Although minor errors may be evident, they do not detract from the fluency 
of the writing or the clarity of the essay. The overall strength of the 
conventions contributes to the effectiveness of the essay. 
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