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Abstract 

Quality requirements are not easy to define no matter what business you are in. Defining quality 
is manufacturing can be difficult and trying to define quality in higher education is equally, if not 
more, difficult. In manufacturing standard work is used to create consistency and define quality. 
In higher education standard work are those procedures and practices that could help create 
consistency and define quality. Items such as a course syllabus and course timeline are used to 
help students understand what to do and when to complete assignments. Although students 
receive the syllabus they still may not know what it takes to get a good grade on an assignment. 
Lecture notes may help clarify the quality requirements for assignments beyond the syllabus. 
Another way instructors can convey requirements is by developing rubrics. This paper suggests 
that rubrics can help improve student satisfaction by creating consistency and providing quality 
requirements. 
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Introduction 

Quality requirements are not easy to define no matter what business you are in.  Defining quality 
is manufacturing can be difficult and trying to define quality for education is equally, if not 
more, difficult.  Philip Crosby (1979) defined quality as “conformance to requirements”.1 Russ 
Westcott suggests that “Quality - I’ll know it when I see it”2 is used by customers to define 
quality.   As a student at a university, conformance to requirements typically means following 
the course syllabus and completing the assignments for the course.  As an instructor, quality of a 
student’s work sometimes follows the “I’ll know it when I see it.”   

In manufacturing standard work is used to create consistency and define quality.  Standard work 
is defined as documented and agreed-upon procedures and practices.3 In higher education, 
standard work are those procedures and practices that could help create consistency and define 
quality.  Items such as a course syllabus and course timeline are used to help students understand 
what to do and when to complete assignments. Although students receive the syllabus they still 
may not know what it takes to get a good grade on an assignment.   Lecture notes may help 
clarify the quality requirements for assignments beyond the syllabus.  Another way instructors 
can convey requirements is by developing rubrics. Quality requirements should be the specific 
criteria as to what is required for the student to receive a specific grade. Criteria are abstract 
ideals to which students (ought to) aspire, and against which one hopes to assess student 
performance.4 
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Rubrics 

A rubric articulates the expectations for the object being evaluated by listing the critical criteria 
of what is deemed as necessary and assesses the levels of quality from poor to excellent.5 Much 
of the literature on evaluation criteria and feedback to students is found in articles written by D. 
Royce Sadler.  He is also referenced in many articles on the subject.  He found that to develop 
knowledge students must understand the meaning of feedback with relationship to task 
compliance, quality, and criteria.  Students need to identify the particular aspects of their work 
that need attention.  Feedback should help the student understand more about the learning goal, 
more about their own achievement status in relation to that goal, and more about ways to bridge 
the gap between their current status and the desired status.  Although the students may accept a 
teacher's judgment without question, they need more than summary grades if they are to develop 
expertise intelligently.6   

Just as standard work helps manufacturing employees understand requirements, rubrics help 
students, as well as other instructors, understand the requirements. Researchers have noted that 
scoring rubrics help define “quality”,7 provide expectations up-front,8 provide feedback about 
strengths and weaknesses in student work,4 monitor student performance,7 and support 
assessment for learning9 including student self-assessment.4 A rubric structure is usually 
presented in the form of a matrix, where the criteria and the levels of performance associated 
with each criterion indicates the explicit task and learning requirements.10  Mertler discusses the 
two types of rubrics: holistic and analytic.11  The difference between a holistic rubric and an 
analytic rubric is how the assignment is scored.  Holistic rubrics grade the assignment as a 
whole.  Analytic rubrics grade individual parts of the assignment, then sum the individual scores 
to obtain a total score.8  

If you decide to use a holistic rubric, Mertler suggests writing narrative descriptions for excellent 
work and poor work incorporating each attribute in the description. For holistic rubrics, he 
suggests completing the rubric by describing other levels on the continuum that range from 
excellent to poor work for the collective attributes.  For analytic rubrics, narrative descriptions 
are developed for each individual attribute.  Levels are created on a continuum that range from 
poor to excellent work for each attribute. 11  To create a meaningful continuum, Walser suggests 
using a rubric ranging from 0 to 4 points, with a score of “3” serving as the fulcrum, representing 
the instructional goal, and a score of “4” representing work that goes beyond level 3 performance 
(Table 1).12 This idea came from a book called Making Standards Useful in the Classroom. The 
score of “4” represented “in-depth inferences and applications that go beyond what was 
taught.”13  This rubric scale accommodates, rewards, and motivates more creative, innovative, 
and in-depth student performance beyond what was described as meeting an instructional goal. 
Once the rubric is created, Mertler suggests collecting samples of student work that exemplify 
each level.  After reviewing student work, determine if the rubric is acceptable.  If it is not, revise 
the rubric as necessary for improvement.11 

 
 
 
 
 



2015 ASEE Zone III Conference 
(Gulf Southwest – Midwest – North Midwest Sections) 

3 
© American Society for Engineering Education, 2015  

Table 1. Standard Rubric for Study Guide Assignments for Teacher, School and Society 
Course.12 
 

Grade Criteria 
4 Demonstrates in-depth understanding of Study Guide content that 

goes beyond “3” performance criteria. 
3 Clearly demonstrates understanding of Study Guide content. 

 Responses to questions are complete, accurate and 
appropriate. 

 Communication is clear with minimal spelling and 
grammatical errors. 

 Study Guide is completed and submitted in the specified 
format by the deadline. 

2 For the most part, demonstrates understanding of Study Guide 
content. 

1 For the most part, does not demonstrate understanding of Study 
Guide content. 

0 Does not demonstrate understanding of Study Guide content at all 
OR does not complete and submit Study Guide within 48 hours of 
the deadline. 

 

Atkinson and Lim found that students benefitted from the use of the rubric as they were clearly 
able to see what they needed to do, what they had achieved, and what they needed to do to 
improve.10 A rubric clarifies the instructor's key categories of emphasis because the criteria and 
their weighting indicate the required content and the focus. The levels of performance and the 
associated descriptors provide further detail of what is required to meet and exceed expectations. 
Making the rubric available early to students in the assessment process allows time for them to 
consider and reflect upon what is required based on factors such as time given, resources and 
their aptitude. The weighting of criteria and the levels of achievement allow students to plan their 
workload appropriately.  

Rubrics assist accountability by providing a measure to which works are compared. By creating 
an object that serves as an example of quality and using a scale from poor to excellent, all the 
stakeholders are able to make decisions based on a standard.14 According to Popham, “Rubrics 
represent not only scoring tools but also, more important, instructional illuminators. 
Appropriately designed rubrics can make an enormous contribution to instructional quality.”15 
Rubrics maintain and motivate high standards as well as promote fairness and assessment for 
learning. The structure and detail of the rubric allows the instructor to communicate to students 
which criteria to focus on and to motivate them to aspire to higher levels of performance. The 
learning is more directed and focused than without such a guide. The rubric can be used during 
the process of students undertaking an assignment, and then to assess the final product. If the 
rubric is well constructed, then the structure should also aid the provision of feedback and the 
efficiency of assessment.10 Students should not be surprised by feedback and grades if a rubric 
was utilized. 
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Standard Work in Higher Education 

Without standard work in manufacturing, quality and consistency can be difficult to preserve.  
The same issue prevails for large universities where multiple instructors are involved. Quality 
control can be difficult to maintain when multiple graders are involved. Many courses have 
multiple sessions so student grades are determined often using different criteria thus causing 
inconsistency. Rubrics provide information that can assist multiple instructors in grading 
assignments.  With common information, grades will be more consistent.  A rubric can also be of 
benefit where a single grader, making an assessment over a period of time, may be influenced by 
fatigue. From a management point of view, the moderation time saved through the use of a rubric 
in maintaining consistency, can also contribute to quality assurance associated with university 
accreditation processes.15  

Rubrics have a long history of use in educational assessment16 and researchers have shown the 
added benefits of computerization using either personal computing software17, 18 or dedicated 
assessment systems.19  Many universities now use computerized Learning Management Systems.  
The BlackBoard Learning Management System is an example of a system that contains rubrics.  
Rubrics in BlackBoard are grids consisting of rows and columns.  The rows are the criteria and 
the columns are the levels of success.  Once setup, students can see the criteria for each 
assignment and instructors can add notes to the students.  The calculations are automated and 
results with summary statistics are available for general feedback to students.10  Once created, 
rubrics in BlackBoard can be shared with other instructors to create standardization.   

Technology tools such as BlackBoard have made the utilization of rubrics easier for instructors.  
Rubrics can help improve student satisfaction by creating consistency and providing quality 
requirements. Rubrics have become the part of standard work for higher education. 
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