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A plan for the co-construction and collaborative use of
rubrics for student learning

Peter Kilgoura , Maria Northcotea , Anthony Williamsa and Andrew Kilgourb

aAvondale College of Higher Education, Australia; bCharles Sturt University, Australia

ABSTRACT
The use of assessment rubrics in the higher education sector is now
widespread in a number of disciplines. Typically, these rubrics are con-
structed by teachers who also tend to be the main users of the rubrics
throughout the grading process. In recent years, questions have been
raised about this teacher-directed approach and some educators have
begun to explore an alternate approach to rubric construction; that is,
engaging students in collaboration with their teachers to co-construct
assessment rubrics. This paper outlines the processes employed in a
project that investigated the co-construction of rubrics within six differ-
ent contexts. The project aimed to engage students in collaboration
with their teachers to co-construct rubrics which are co-owned by
teacher and student. A mixed methods approach was utilized to explore
the effectiveness of the strategy. Questionnaires, interviews and focus
groups were utilized to gather data from both the teacher-participants
and student-participants regarding their experiences of being involved
in the study. Findings are presented from the perspectives of both stu-
dents and teachers, relating their views of rubrics and the activity of
rubric co-construction. The paper concludes with recommendations for
practical approaches to rubric co-construction and future
research directions.

KEYWORDS
assessment; rubrics;
co-construction; student-
teacher collaboration

Introduction

The use of rubrics is widespread in higher education but more investigation is needed to
determine how rubrics can support student learning. Reported in this paper is a project which
investigated the co-construction of rubrics by teachers and students. The project provided the
opportunity to look at the assessment process itself, through the lens of the co-construction
process, specifically the activity of assessment design. The project studied the student perspec-
tive of the assessment process and involved six student cohorts across three institutions. The
project was funded by an Australian Office for Learning and Teaching (OLT) Innovation and
Discovery Grant. This paper reports specifically on the component of the study in which higher
education teachers and students worked in partnership to co-construct assessment rubrics
employed in a subsequent phase of the study. The research question guiding the researchers
was: How can students and teachers co-construct and plan the collaborative use of rubrics for stu-
dent learning?
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Background

The research that contributes to an understanding of the evolution of this study comes from the
areas of general assessment, formative assessment, assessment design and the construction and
use of rubric-based assessment. The unique contribution of this paper to knowledge in these
areas relates to the co-construction aspect of the reported study, which involved students and
teachers working together in the design, construction and application of assessment rubrics.

Rubric construction/co-construction

Despite the sizeable number of research projects devoted to rubric construction to date, there is
little that reports on teachers co-constructing rubrics with their students. Indeed, student
involvement in the implementation of rubric-based assessment seems to be limited to their
training in the use of rubrics and the impact of rubrics on the process of peer assessment. An
example of this approach is seen in Jackson and Larkin’s (2002) study that promoted the value
of teaching students how to evaluate work using a rubric. However, this was only for the pur-
pose of understanding how rubrics can aid them in maximizing their grades. They did this by
using the rubric to evaluate their work against the expectations of the teacher. Students’ use of
rubrics was also explored in Rochford and Borchert’s (2011) study that supported the practice of
aligning the rubric’s hierarchy with Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives to test the valid-
ity and reliability of the rubric. Rochford and Borchert (2011) considered how students react to
rubrics and whether they perceived rubric-based feedback as impersonal.

To date, although some research has reported on students’ use of rubrics, there has been lit-
tle research on engaging students in the construction of rubrics. However, Hafner and Hafner’s
(2003) study reports on one example in which students became involved with rubrics other than
simply at a recipient level. Hafner and Hafner used quantitative methods to check on the reliabil-
ity of grades when rubrics were used in peer marking, establishing that not only did the teacher
and student achieve consistent results for the same assessment, but also that the gender of the
grader and the academic level of the student did not make a significant difference to the result.
Two other studies, Panadero, Romero and Strijbos (2013) and Wang (2014), also reported on the
use of rubrics in peer assessment, with Panadero and Romero (2014) employing rubrics to sup-
port student self-assessment. Their study established that students, through the use of rubrics,
utilized more learning strategies and achieved higher performance and greater accuracy.

Other studies evaluating the effectiveness of students working with rubrics include Bell,
Mladenovic and Price (2013), who reported the positive student perceptions of the value of
marking guides and grade descriptors; and Prins, de Kleijn and Tartwijk (2017), who wrote about
students interacting with rubrics during the process of writing a research thesis. Furthermore,
the study by Jones et al. (2017) reported on students being instructed in their use of rubrics to
improve their score in the transition from draft to final submission of the assessment item.

The purpose of the research reported here differs from these studies in that it sought to
make student input an integral component of the rubric design process. There have been limited
studies focussing on student input into rubric design. Notably, Rosenow (2014) reported the
‘many benefits to using task-specific rubrics that evolve from class discussion’ (p. 32). Rosenow
valued collaborating with students, this facilitating their taking ownership of their learning.
Rosenow’s study established that students gained a greater understanding of the assessment
task and that this minimized confusion between student and teacher about the purpose of
the assessment.

The context of Becker’s (2016) study was an adult English Second Language (ESL) cohort in
which he examined the impact of involving students in creating their own grading rubric. The
cohort was organized into four groups where one group constructed the rubric, another group
used the rubric to grade work, another group viewed the rubric but did not use it, and the
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fourth group acted as a control. It was found that those students who developed the rubric
scored significantly higher in their assessment results than the other groups. While this study
provides evidence to support involvement of students in the assessment process, the study
reported in this paper considers the impact of a teacher and student partnership in develop-
ing rubrics.

Rubric uses

There is significant support for the use of rubrics in higher education assessment. Their useful-
ness has been acknowledged, not only in the areas of impacting the practice of teaching and
curriculum development (Bharuthram 2015), but also their usefulness in specific discipline areas.
These include a social welfare policy course (Adedoyin 2013), assessment in clinical placements
(Stupans, March and Owen 2013), design degrees (Men�endez-Varela and Gregori-Giralt 2016) and
performance assessments (Kan and Bulut 2014).

Our assertion in this study is that when students are involved in the construction of the rubric
in the early stages of assessment design, the process of rubric development (rather than the pro-
vision of the rubric itself) will act as a catalyst to aid student learning, and the act of co-construc-
tion facilitates academic and professional conversations in which students become involved in
critical thinking.

Methods

The focus of this study was to ensure that the experiences and insights of both the teachers and
the students involved in the co-construction of rubrics were captured. It was hypothesized that
the students and the teachers may have different perceptions of the experience of co-construct-
ing rubrics. By attempting to more fully understand the processes associated with the co-con-
struction of assessment rubrics, this project intended to explore how collaboration by students
and teachers could engage both groups in the co-design of assessment rubrics and how this co-
design process was experienced by teachers and students to make the assessment experience
more effective.

Overview of the research design

To ensure the research design supported the collection of data from both teachers and students,
the methodology selected for this process needed a multiple perspectives approach. Therefore, a
mixed methods research approach (Johnson and Christensen 2012, Patton 2015) was utilized
which incorporated a systematic literature review, a modified Delphi method and administration
of questionnaires, focus groups and interviews.

Firstly, a systematic analysis of recent literature (Boland, Cherry and Dickson 2017) was con-
ducted to establish a collection of effective rubric characteristics (ERCs). The second stage of the
project involved the application of the ERCs to the development of the Effective Rubric
Characteristics Questionnaire (ERCQ). Next, a modified Delphi technique was conducted
(Skulmoski, Hartman and Krahn 2007); this involved consulting a panel of specialists with expert-
ise in rubrics and student assessment. Results of the ERCQ used as part of the Delphi technique
were developed into the Effective Rubric Characteristics Inventory (ERCI) (Williams et al. 2017).
The ERCI was utilized by staff and students, from the six cohorts at three institutions, as a guide
to the process of co-constructing rubrics. To ensure each cohort used a reasonably similar set of
rubric co-construction guidelines, each of the six cohorts worked through a protocol for co-con-
structing rubrics for the purposes of creating a rubric for actual use in an assessment task that
was to be part of their course in the semester that followed the rubric co-construction process.

ASSESSMENT & EVALUATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION 3



The sample: teacher-participants and student-participants

The participating cohorts of students and their teachers were treated as distinct cases for the
purpose of establishing six multi-disciplinary case studies of collaborative rubric practice.
Table 1 outlines the number of teachers and students who participated in the study from
each discipline, including cohorts across three higher education institutions.

Of the six teachers in the study, five were female and one was male, all with at least six years’
teaching experience in higher education institutions. Each of these teachers led a cohort of stu-
dents with whom they co-constructed rubrics for implementation in the following semester.
Three institutions and five disciplines were represented: education, nursing, communications and
creative writing, theology and medical radiation science.

A total of 41 students participants contributed to the study, though not all of these students
contributed to the final data collection stage at the end of the co-construction process. The gen-
der distribution was 31 females (76%) and 10 males (24%). The most prevalent age group was
18-23 years (28 students, 68%). Of the remaining 32%, 12% were in the 24-29 years age group (5
students), 15% were over 36 (6 students) and 5% were in the 30-35 age group (2 students).

Data collection

To track teachers’ and students’ experiences of the rubric co-construction process, data were col-
lected using a set of Tracking Perceptions of Rubric Construction (TPRC) data collection instru-
ments including questionnaires, interviews and focus group interviews. Before co-construction
took place, questionnaires were administered to teachers and students. These questionnaires
were designed to elicit the teachers’ and students’ views of rubrics and their views of rubric co-
construction by recording their responses to a series of Likert-style items and open-ended ques-
tions. Rubric co-construction then took place in each of the cohorts during which teachers and
students collaborated in the development of a rubric for one assessment task in each of the six
subjects for the following semester.

After co-construction, questionnaires were again administered to teachers and students, stu-
dents contributed to focus group interviews and teachers contributed to interviews. This final
stage of data collection was designed to gather information from the participants about their
views of rubrics and rubric co-construction, as well as their recommendations for future rubric
co-construction practices.

The step-by-step processes adopted to collect and analyse the data are outlined in Table 2
and Table 3 and present an overall summary of the types of information we were endeavouring
to identify through the different data collection methods used in this phase of the initiative.

Data analysis

The data gathered before rubric co-construction were analysed and compared with the data
gathered after the co-construction activity. Descriptive statistics (mean and standard

Table 1. Number of participants in the study.

INSTITUTION Institution 1 Institution 2 Institution 3

Teachers Education Theology Nursing 1 Nursing 2 Med. Rad. C. Writing TOTAL
Questionnaire 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 6
Questionnaire 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 6
Interview 1 1 1 1 1 1 6
INSTITUTION Institution 1 Institution 2 Institution 3
Students Education Theology Nursing 1 Nursing 2 Med. Rad. C. Writing TOTAL
Questionnaire 1 5 5 10 7 8 6 41
Questionnaire 2 5 3 8 6 6 5 33
Focus group 5 3 8 6 6 5 33
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deviation) were calculated from the quantitative questionnaire data to identify the partici-
pants’ demographic data, information about their teaching or learning contexts, their views
of rubrics and their views of the co-construction of rubrics. Comparative calculations were
conducted to establish the participants’ quantitative responses before and after co-
construction.

The qualitative data (from questionnaires, interviews and focus groups) were initially
‘memoed’ (Stuckey 2015) to identify any trends or discrepancies in the data and were then
coded using a qualitative analysis software package (NVivoTM). This process enabled the coding
and categorising of the data to determine the major themes reflected in both students’ and
teachers’ responses to open-ended questions in the questionnaires, and their contributions to
interviews and focus groups. These themes were identified by using a combination of pre-deter-
mined codes (deductive coding) and emergent codes (inductive coding). The pre-determined
overall themes were drawn from the areas of focus that were used to design the data collection
instruments (e.g., views of rubrics, views of rubric construction, ideas about future rubric co-con-
struction practice).

Robson and McCartan’s (2016, 460) thematic coding approach was used to identify the emer-
gent themes with advice from Patton, who suggests that patterns should be sought among the
data by identifying “recurring regularities” (2015, 555). During the process of inductive coding,
the analysis process identified sub-themes that emerged from the data; these sub-themes were
organized under each of the main overall themes. In this way, the most prominent themes, pat-
terns and trends in the data were identified. Following the advice of St. Pierre and Jackson
(2014), the researchers discarded any codes and themes that were not significant. Findings from

Table 2. Steps included in this data collection and analysis.

Step 1: Identify purpose of data collection/analysis processes and team members involved
Step 2: Identify participants, data collection instruments and data collected pre and post rubric co-construction
Step 3: Analyse questionnaire data
Step 4: Analyse focus group and interview data
Step 5: Triangulate questionnaire, focus group and interview data

Table 3. Types of information gathered through data collection processes.

Type of information

Source and type of data

Instrument Participants

Questionnaire
1 – Students

Questionnaire
2 - Students

Focus
Group

Students
Questionnaire
1 - Teachers

Questionnaire
2 - Teachers

Interviews
- Teachers

Type of data
Quantitative & qualitative Qualitative Quantitative & qualitative Qualitative Students Staff

Before co-construction
Demographic details � � � �
Learning and teach-

ing contexts
� � � �

Views of rubrics � � � �
Views of rubric

co-construction
� � � �

After co-construction
Views of rubrics � � � � �
Views of rubric

co-construction
� � � � �

Processes used to
co-construct rubrics

� � � � �

Modifications for rubric
co-construction in
the future

� � � �

ASSESSMENT & EVALUATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION 5



analyses of the quantitative and qualitative data were compared to triangulate the two sets of
data, the outcome of which provided information about the way in which students and teachers
collaborated to co-construct assessment rubrics.

Results

The results consider the information gathered through questionnaires, focus groups and inter-
views for both students and teachers relating to their experiences with co-construction, specific-
ally focussing on the topics of participants’:

� understandings of rubrics before and after rubric co-construction;
� opinions of rubric co-construction before and after co-construction;
� explanations of processes used to co-construct rubrics; and
� ideas about how to modify rubric co-construction processes for future use.

The findings reported are based on a combined analysis, using triangulation, of both the
quantitative data (from questionnaires) and qualitative data (from interviews and focus groups)
that were gathered from the participants throughout the study, including points of collection
before, during and after co-construction.

Participants’ views of rubrics before and after co-construction

Before the co-construction of the rubrics took place, the teacher-participants typically viewed the
value of rubrics as assisting grading and guiding student learning. While the teachers’ views
about the value of rubrics in general did not change substantially throughout the project, 67%
of them reported that the rubric co-construction process enhanced their understanding of
rubrics, specifically their views about students’ understanding of rubrics and how they can
be used:

I guess my perceptions of the physical form of the rubric has not changed all that much. What has changed
is that initially I perceived that if I create a rubric that I understood then my students would arrive at the
same conclusions when they read the rubric as what I did. I discovered that there was actually a little bit of
a mismatch there, the things that I thought were fairly obvious were not necessarily obvious to them.

Because teachers gained more insight into students’ views about rubrics, many of them com-
mented on how this new understanding would influence their rubric design in the future.
Teachers’ awareness of students’ perceptions of rubrics moved to a more comprehensive under-
standing which emerged from the multiple opportunities offered during the project for teacher-
student interaction.

In contrast to their teachers, students’ views of rubrics broadened quite dramatically through-
out the project. Initially, students referred to rubrics as being useful guides to assessment proc-
esses and levels used in grading. Many students reported that they looked at rubrics before
attempting assessment tasks and that rubrics informed their understanding of teachers’ expecta-
tions. In the pre-co-construction questionnaire, the majority of students (68%) were not confused
by the rubrics their teachers supplied, whereas in the post-co-construction questionnaire they
had reversed this view and the majority (58%) felt they had been confused by rubrics previous
to the co-construction experience. Although this switch appears to be a backward shift, it may
well be elucidating a broadening of students’ understanding of rubrics, and their reflection on
the co-construction process. The students felt their use of rubrics was previously only at a per-
ipheral level of understanding and that they came to understand that rubrics were actually more
complex in nature that they had originally thought.
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Those little things we probably didn’t think about that much in the past but really helps the understanding
and making the process of using the Rubric, when you are doing the assessment, more convenient for the
learners. I found that to be a really enriching thing.

Although there was a reduction shown in students seeing rubrics as helping their understand-
ing of performance levels, the qualitative data suggests that students’ level of understanding of
rubrics changed. They started to look at the meaningful details of how the text in the rubric was
presented and paid attention to the meaning of each level of grading and how it worked
in practice.

Another thing I really like that we all agreed on was in [the teacher’s] version she had this little red type.
That was really helpful. So, in the tiers [performance descriptors] she has shown this work to a publisher, a
distinction mark means, ’this could be published’. I think that gave me a better idea of the level of work we
were trying to achieve.

Many students expressed a strong preference for rubrics that, from left to right, started with a
higher grade and moved to descriptions of lesser grades towards the right columns of
the rubric.

Whether it be going from highest to lowest grades or lowest to highest. Those little things we probably
didn’t think about that much in the past but really helps the understanding and making the process of
using the Rubric, when you are doing the assessment, more convenient for the learners. I found that to be
a really enriching thing.

In response to hearing the student perspective, the teachers articulated how their practices
would change:

I’m never creating a rubric that starts with a fail column again, ever. In a sort of way, it was a little offensive
to them [students]… Intuitively, it makes so much sense. Why would you teach them how to fail? That
should be the column they don’t read at the end.

Participants views of rubric co-construction before and after co-construction

Students agreed that they should have input into the construction of rubrics. Furthermore, all
teachers expressed hope that the experience of co-constructing rubrics with their students would
improve student understanding of assessment tasks and grading. However, their optimism about
the co-construction positively influencing the quality of student learning was tempered by some
concerns about the process of co-construction, in particular time constraints, student under-
standing of the process, unrealistic student expectations, and conflicting opinions developing
between students and teachers.

Similarly, most students agreed with their teachers that student input to rubric construc-
tion was a good idea, with only two of the 41 students in the study expressing alternate
perspectives. Before the actual rubric co-construction took place, many students were con-
fused about rubrics, but some considered that student involvement would make rubrics
‘fairer’, ‘simpler’, ‘less subjective’ or ‘user friendly’ and would facilitate clearer guidelines and
expectations when attempting to align a student’s understanding with their teacher’s
expectations.

Student opinion was diverse over the best way to achieve collaboration (emails, surveys, tuto-
rials, small groups or forums) and whether the process should take place during class time or
outside of class. Students also believed that teachers should listen to what students found diffi-
cult, ask their opinions on what they should be assessed on, and use words that the majority of
students would understand.

After co-construction took place, all teachers believed that the process had been both a valu-
able learning exercise for students and a valuable exercise for themselves. They all observed
strong engagement from students and believed that the rubric co-construction process had
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improved student understanding of rubrics. Teachers noted that while the process was time con-
suming, it was beneficial. One teacher observed, ‘It was excellent, and really engaged the stu-
dents who chose to be involved’. Another teacher was so excited about the process that they
noted, ‘I wish that I could undertake the process with every assessment in every subject I teach’.
Teachers also related some ideas of how, in the future, they would change and improve the
processes used, including suggestions about paying attention to timing, providing samples of
good rubrics and establishing clear guidelines for the co-construction process.

Perceived benefits to students fell into three main categories: 1) improved student learning
and understanding of both assessment tasks and rubric use; 2) improved ownership by students;
and 3) improved recognition of the complexity and time needed for staff to conduct the assess-
ment tasks associated with their roles. Although the hopes of teachers before co-construction
took place had been focused primarily on student learning, the post construction responses
acknowledged what teachers learned from the process of co-construction. They discovered that
they and their students did not always have a shared understanding of rubrics, and further, that
students often did not use the rubric in the way teachers expected.

Significantly, 87.5% of students strongly agreed and a further 6% agreed the co-construction
project benefitted their understanding of rubrics. At the end of the co-construction process, 94%
agreed or strongly agreed that the co-construction process had changed the way they think
about rubrics. Not surprisingly, most students involved in the co-construction agreed (31%) or
strongly agreed (59%) that students should have input into the construction of rubrics.
Furthermore, some students mentioned how their engagement in the co-construction of rubrics
supported their reflection on past assessment feedback, for example:

I can also see the fairness of the marks I have received in the past because I have gone back and looked at
my work and it all makes sense now.

Similar to the teachers’ views after co-construction took place, students’ insights into the co-
construction process were also largely positive with more comments offered about the benefits
compared to comments relating to the constraints of co-construction. The positive comments
centered on the benefits to student learning. For instance, one noted in the focus group, ‘Before
I just used to write, answer the question really but now I can see how to improve’. Also, ‘It gives
an indication of how to address the core question of what is being assigned. I find it helpful, so
I am able to focus my assignments or evaluations’. Students also stated that, after engaging in
co-construction processes, they better understand the distinction between grade levels and the
language of the rubric.

Participants’ explanations of processes used to co-construct rubrics

Typically, the teachers provided more detailed explanations than the students about the proc-
esses used to co-construct rubrics, possibly because they were responsible for the planning and
coordination of all the co-construction processes. From the beginning to the end of the co-con-
struction process, the participants reported on the following typical sequence of events that con-
stituted the collaborative rubric co-construction process:

1. selecting a course that was appropriate to rubric co-construction;
2. gathering appropriate rubric examples as exemplars for teachers and students;
3. organising meetings with the teacher and the students and setting timeframes;
4. establishing clear protocols in rubric co-construction meetings, agreed upon by students

and the teacher;
5. using clear rubric co-construction instructions in protocol documents;
6. understanding the assessment task and how it is assessed using the co-constructed rubric;
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7. linking the co-constructed rubric to the assessment task, learning outcomes and other
accreditation standards (for example, the Australian Qualifications Framework);

8. creating, editing and finalising the co-constructed rubric before it is used by teachers
and students.

While some of the processes adopted by the teachers and students to collaboratively con-
struct assessment rubrics could be applied to assessment construction in general, it should be
noted that these processes were described specifically within the context of assessment rubric
co-construction.

One factor seen as important, by both teachers and students, was the influence co-construc-
tion had upon student-teacher interaction. The students believed that their opinion was heard
and valued, and they appreciated the opportunity to interact on a one-to-one level with the
teacher. The questionnaire responses showed that all but one student felt their contribution to
the process of rubric co-construction was valued, and they all felt that they had made a worth-
while contribution to the process. This was consistent with comments expressed during the
focus groups: ‘I was part of this, I was contributing and seeing that the teacher was very open to
suggestions’. Another student commented on how the teacher had ‘come down to our level’.
Several students commented on their surprise about the amount of freedom they had been
granted in constructing the rubric. However, members of two focus groups noted that changes
had been made in the final product by the teacher without discussion. In these instances stu-
dents felt they deserved an explanation concerning the changes.

As well as valuing the connection the co-construction process afforded students and teachers,
participants valued the group context in which disagreement and resolution of varied views
could occur in an open supportive environment. Ideally, the study found that a positive group
climate was fundamental for consensus to be achieved on rubric construction:

We had a meaningful collaborative discussion as we analyzed each criteria element. It was a very
constructive process, as we assisted one another in unpacking what exactly we wished the criteria to
specify and make changes accordingly.

Participants’ proposed changes to future rubric co-construction processes

Participants in the study were asked to outline any changes they believed would enhance the
rubric co-construction process for future implementation. Students and teachers were united in
their views concerning the importance of guides and protocols, developed in this study, that
were used in supporting the co-construction process, indicating these required little change to
be effective in support of future co-development initiatives. The main suggestions for change in
the rubric co-construction process related to the aspects of time taken to co-construct rubrics,
the timing of the co-construction process, involvement of volunteers, establishing context, and
alignment with assessment outcomes.

Both teacher- and student-participants expressed ideas about how more students could
become involved in the process because they saw the opportunity to build a ‘connection with
teachers and knowing them better. And knowing students better too’. Participants also felt it
was important to provide prospective student volunteers with greater understanding of the co-
construction process, including the benefits of their involvement and that teachers should enter
the process with ‘a completely open mind, ready to listen, hear and learn from students’.

The co-construction process timing received a lot of discussion by teachers and students, with
a range of suggestions relating to both the timing of the process and the amount of time
devoted to the process. Ideally, some noted, co-construction should occur during the semester
in which the assessment is due, rather than in the previous semester, as occurred in five of the
six cohorts in this study. Some students even felt that the co-construction of the rubrics would
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be more beneficial if it took place after the assessment task had been completed. There was also
diversity of opinion as to the time required for the process. Some students and teachers, when
asked about the amount of time required for the co-construction process, indicated that they
were happy with the time allocated in this study, but more frequently the need for more time to
be devoted to the process was expressed.

When asked about how the rubric co-construction process could be improved, the partici-
pants recommended a number of strategies focusing on three aspects. Firstly, participants men-
tioned the need to provide better background information about the design and use of rubrics
before the rubric co-construction activity took place. Secondly, more subject clarity was required
with more detailed explanations to inform the content of the rubrics being co-constructed, and
also a ‘common and realistic understanding about the learning outcomes’ was recommended.
The participants felt that, once a shared understanding of the learning intentions of the assess-
ment task was established between teacher and students, this should be followed by having stu-
dents complete a draft rubric as ‘if you were going to try and start from complete scratch it
wouldn’t have been enough time’. As one teacher stated, ‘Give sample rubrics to deconstruct
first; start with a basic rubric – give them something to work with’.

Thirdly, the need for providing better context for students early in the process was expressed,
particularly providing a clear understanding of a rubric’s form and purpose as well as the stu-
dent’s role in the co-construction process. This view was mainly expressed by students. One stu-
dent stated that, even after their first meeting, ‘I wasn’t really sure what my responsibilities
were’, and another student stated ‘I still left that [first] meeting not really understanding what
we were doing’ and adding ‘To be honest I don’t think I really knew what a rubric was’.
Students who were provided rubrics to assess at the beginning of the process were very sup-
portive of this strategy as it allowed them to have a better understanding of what the character-
istics and construct of a good rubric was so they were ‘able to apply that knowledge to our
[their] rubrics’.

When considering how rubric co-construction should take place in the future, there was
much discussion during student focus groups and teacher interviews concerning whether or not
rubric co-construction processes were practical with larger cohorts of students. Both participant
groups expressed concern that it would be difficult to reach consensus with a large group, and
that significant time would be required. To reconcile these issues, the participants suggested a
number of strategies including splitting large groups into smaller groups, each of the smaller
groups focussing on different components of the rubric.

One practice that students were unanimously opposed to for future rubric co-construction ini-
tiatives was negative grading; that is, where scores were deducted due to below average student
performance in assessment tasks. Students felt that this was an unfair approach and recom-
mended that this practice was not incorporated into future rubric co-construction processes.

Summary of strengths and weaknesses of the rubric co-construction process

Overall, when asked about their experiences of rubric co-construction, both teacher-participants
and student-participants of the study emphasized the value of their experiences outweighed the
problems experienced during it.

The weaknesses or problems reported by participants regarding the process of collaboratively
constructing a rubric for assessment purposes in large related to logistical issues including; deal-
ing with institutional compliance constraints, time required to undertake the process and com-
municating with students. Although no major issues of conflict were reported throughout the
study, some participants anticipated that the levels of negotiation required in the rubric co-con-
struction process could create opportunity for disagreement if students’ and teachers’ views
clashed or if students did not agree with each other.
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However, significant benefits were identified from the rubric co-construction processes primar-
ily associated with pedagogical aspects; that is, both students and teachers appeared to gain a
fuller understanding of each other’s work. Furthermore, students developed a deeper appreci-
ation for how they could use rubrics in their learning and in the processes of preparing assess-
ment tasks, and importantly, teachers typically identified how their assessment processes could
be more student-focused in the future. One quite unexpected benefit that was reported by stu-
dents related to the value they placed in the time the co-construction process afforded them to
spend in getting to know their teachers.

Discussion

Student perspective

Student participants largely felt that engaging in the process of rubric co-construction had
broadened their understanding of rubrics and the whole assessment process. They not only
expressed a deepened appreciation of the process associated with rubric construction, but they
also recognized the effort involved. The engagement of students in the assessment process has
been reported as contributing to enhanced student learning outcomes (Boud 2010). Indeed,
Boud’s seminal paper Assessment 2020 postulates that assessment is not just a means of deter-
mining what students have learned, it is a learning activity that, if done correctly, requires
engagement in the whole process of assessment, including the design phase.

Yucel et al. (2014) address the problem of differences in the way students and teachers
understand assessment by suggesting that discussions between the groups regarding assess-
ment criteria and standards take place. While this study showed these differences existed before
the co-construction process was undertaken, it also revealed that the co-construction process,
and collaboration between teachers and students that was part of the process, led to a greater
shared understanding of assessment criteria and standards.

O’Donovan, Price, and Rust (2004) write about a social constructivist approach to learning,
where learners are actively engaged in constructing meaning from learning experiences, making
sense of the new knowledge in the context of their existing experiences, and integrating it into
their overall body of knowledge. It is clear from student responses to the co-construction process
that it did engage them in the whole learning process.

As a result of participating in the process of rubric co-construction, the main benefits that
students perceived were related to making the assessment process fairer, simpler and less
subjective. Students wanted rubrics to be more user-friendly, and to facilitate cognisance of
their teacher’s expectations. This process describes the collaborative learning process, as advo-
cated by Baartman et al. (2007), who described students as active participants in the learning
process, practicing self-evaluation and reflection, and collaborating with the teacher and
other students.

Students in this study had no specific opinions on the best process for collaboration in the
co-construction process, but wanted staff to understand and consider those aspects they
found difficult. They wanted their teachers to ask their opinions on what should be assessed
and to use understandable language in their communications with students. Because teachers
have constructed the unit, they are more informed as to the assessment requirements.
Students are not as aware of competing demands on course design such as accreditation,
governmental requirements, professional registration bodies and university expectations of
course design and assessment. Despite this, there is no reason why students could not have
input into how learning outcomes should be assessed. That teachers noted strong engage-
ment from student participants in the co-construction process demonstrates their recognition
of its benefit to them.
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Teacher perspective

Teacher engagement in the co-construction process was equally enthusiastic and positive,
although this may have been due to their investment or interest in the process. Teachers
acknowledged that their understanding of rubric design and application had improved to the
extent that even if it were not possible to co-construct with students, their assessment practice
would now change as a result of this new knowledge.

However, while teachers were optimistic about the benefits of co-construction, they were less
optimistic about the anticipated administrative and organizational problems. These problems
included time constraints for developing subject material, ensuring that all involved students
had a good understanding of the process and what was required of them, managing unrealistic
student expectations of the process and its outcomes, also the possibility of conflicting opinions
between students and teachers. While definitive answers to these concerns may have to wait
until co-construction is implemented on a wider scale and on a permanent basis, the results of
this study demonstrate that the concerns can be alleviated through careful implementation.

The management of time constraint issues will depend on the processes in place in different
tertiary institutions. The findings of this study are based on student and staff volunteers contri-
buting to the study in their own extra-curricular time, and this would not be sustainable were
co-construction to be implemented as a regular part of course design. However, it is suggested
that with the greater understanding and ownership of assessment that co-construction brings
(Brubaker 2012), teachers will spend less time dealing with disputes arising from disparity of
understanding of assessment criteria, which will compensate for the time spent in development.

Teacher participants saw three main benefits to students in the co-construction process. The
first was an improvement in student learning and understanding of assessment tasks and rubric
use. This is consistent with Biggs’ (1999) assertion that curricula and its assessment should be
stated in terms that clearly outline the level of understanding required of students, not just a list
of topics to be covered. The second benefit was an increase in ownership of the learning process
by students, in line with Sadler’s (1989) concept of students assuming ownership of the learning
process; this is important in students determining their own levels of achievement. Thirdly,
teachers articulated views that the co-construction process permitted students to gain insight
into the role of the teacher, to understand the complexity of designing assessments, and also
appreciate the time that is involved in creating meaningful learning experiences. It is seen as
beneficial that students see their teachers as partners in the learning process (Boud 2010).

Teachers saw potential for some aspects of the co-construction to be enhanced over those
processes used in this study. More time needed to be allocated to the process in order for it to
reach its full effectiveness; this may be due to the fact that the process was new for both stu-
dents and teachers, and also because university systems and deadlines did not easily accommo-
date the initiative. Nevertheless, it is a factor that should be considered in future iterations.
Secondly, the process was more easily understood and better accepted by the student partici-
pants who were provided with sample rubrics to examine and base their thoughts on; this is
imperative in future implementations. Thirdly, the co-construction process was more efficient
and effective when students were given clear protocols to follow during collaboration.

Conclusion

The project described in this paper reports on the process of co-construction of rubrics across
different tertiary institutions and student cohorts. This type of collaboration has not been
researched in this way before and this study has demonstrated the process to be an effective
educational approach worthy of further investigation and consideration. Importantly the project,
as implemented, provided insights into the assessment process, more specifically students’ and
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teachers’ understanding of rubrics, and the potential co-construction to enhance student under-
standing and ownership of their assessment experiences.
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