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ABSTRACT

The use of rubrics for classroom assessment has been evolving rapidly during the last decades.
Unfortunately, because rubrics across language classrooms are only sometimes standardized, some may
provide a non-friendly language for students, which is useless for their linguistic development. In addition
to defining rubrics from an array of perspectives, the present chapter presents possible benefits linked
to the appropriate use of rubrics among emergent bilinguals. Shabani and Panahi highlight essential
benefits for students when presented with language assessment tools, such as rubrics, and the authors
use their observation for this chapter. It aims to highlight the importance of rubrics in the language
classroom in an effort for educators, evaluators, and policymakers to be more conscious when creating
and using rubrics.

INTRODUCTION

Assessing and, more importantly, addressing students’ learning can be challenging in any classroom.
Particularly in the language classroom, assessing students’ needs can represent additional challenges
given the many capabilities that, interposingly, are continuously present. It is relevant to remind the
reader that although the word ‘rubric’ is continuously used throughout the chapter, the concept is to be
mainly used in the language classroom context. Nevertheless, readers should be warned that the term
‘rubric’ is used today in arrayed contexts and practices. However, the focus of the chapter will remain as
an evaluative tool to assess students’ linguistic practices and knowledges. The aim of the present chapter
is to highlight the importance of rubrics in the language classroom in an effort for educators, evaluators,
and policy-makers to be more conscious when creating and using rubrics.
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BACKGROUND: DEFINING RUBRICS AND TYPES OF RUBRICS

The use of rubrics for classroom assessment has been evolving rapidly during the last decades. In educa-
tion, for instance, teachers always use rubrics even without noticing it. Jeong (2015) reminds us how the
use of rubrics, particularly in the language classroom, is of high value. For the purpose of the present
chapter, a rubric should be understood as presented by Dawson (2017, p. 349):

A rubric is a tool used to assess student work that usually includes Popham’s (1997) three essential
features: evaluative criteria, quality definitions for those criteria at particular levels, and a scoring
strategy. A design element is a particular variable, choice, or dimension that makes one rubric different
from another. For example, the specificity element is concerned with the differences between task-specific
and generic rubrics.

According to the author, “one rubric may use generic quality words (e.g., ‘good’ or ‘below standard’),
whereas another may explain in detail what quality looks like” (p. 348). This said the level of specificity
that a rubric may possess will serve as a guide for students, educators, and evaluators to gain a better
understanding of the course expectations.

Some educators unknowingly use mental rubrics (Quinlan, 2012), whereas others purposefully use
physical/digital rubrics. The author states: “Whether they know it or not, people create rubrics - guidelines
for decisions for evaluation and assessment- in their minds every day” (p.2). Quinlan (2012) continues,
“These mental rubrics help us to make decisions based on both our prior knowledge and current objec-
tives.” In our classrooms, we generally use rubrics with the presumption that these will ease the path for
students when trying to understand the expectations, components, objectives, and ways to be assessed
in a given course or assignment; we are continuously bringing opportunities for students, and ourselves,
to compare what it is good or not that good.

It has been evident that, particularly for students, rubrics in the language classroom can help them
successfully prove what they are expected to do linguistically if provided with details. Dawson (2017)
argues that there is a relevant variation amongst the level of detail provided in the quality section of
the rubrics; therefore, this opens room to having rubrics that can be helpful for students and evaluators,
whereas others need to be more specific. These distinctions will be thoroughly discussed later on as
part of the present chapter. Therefore, the use of rubrics in the language classroom can be beneficial to
demonstrate student success and for educators and evaluators to provide more detailed-oriented feedback,
promoting meaningful learning.

Unfortunately, because rubrics across language classrooms are not always standardized, some of
them may provide a non-friendly language for students, which is useless for their linguistic develop-
ment; likewise, many others provide a language that might be too vague to comply with institutions’
missions and objectives. Dawson (2017) highlights how the proliferation of the word ‘rubric’ has dealt
with varied changes and adaptations. However, simultaneously, it has yet to develop a shared complete
understanding of the term necessarily. For this reason, although many institutions require using rubrics
for varied assessments, these fluctuate, navigating the use of the term and using it in the way that best
benefits them.
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