
Guidelines for rubric creation in the NESD 

The following terms will be useful when reading this document: 

Rubric – A chart that clarifies learning at different stages on a continuum. Rubrics 

are used by teachers, students and parents to determine where learning needs to 

go next. 

Criteria – Answers the question: What will students need to do in order to 

demonstrate the knowledge and skills required in this outcome? Criteria are 

found along the left side of NESD rubrics. 

Performance standards – Answers the question: What is the continuum of 

learning for this outcome? What will it look like? Performance standards are the 

“guts” of the rubrics. 

The NESD (and much of the province) has adopted a four level rubric and 

corresponding grade book and reporting system. The four levels are as follows: 

• Exceeding grade level expectations 

• Meeting grade level expectations independently 

• Mostly meeting grade level expectations with assistance 

• Not yet meeting grade level expectations, even with assistance 

The rationale for each level has been carefully considered and these levels will be 

used in rubrics from kindergarten to grade twelve. A four level reporting system 

will be used in grade K-8, while 9-12 will continue reporting percentages. 

However, all grade levels will develop four level rubrics to reflect their learning 

outcomes for the following reasons: 

• Timely and specific feedback is the most effective way to improve student 

learning. 

• Timely and specific feedback occurs best when the expectations for 

learning at multiple points in the continuum are clarified (through a rubric, 

for example). 



• The primary purposes of rubrics are a) to develop and clarify an 

understanding by the teacher of what learning looks like for this outcome, 

at this grade level, in this subject area b) to assist students in their learning 

continuum by clarifying exactly how that learning looks at various stages c) 

to be used as assessment for learning and assessment as learning at all 

points of learning (primarily a formative function). 

• Enriched understanding is clarified for those students who are ready to be 

offered additional learning challenges at appropriate times. Clarifying how 

this learning may look helps teachers and students answer the question 

What now? in a thoughtful and proactive manner. Often, this level 

integrates higher levels on Bloom’s Taxonomy. 

• Fully meeting expectations is designed specifically around the curricular 

outcomes and focuses on the verb or demonstration of learning that is 

expected at each grade level in each subject area. There is an 

understanding that it is only when students meet this understanding 

independently, that they have achieved grade level expectations unless 

otherwise specified in the outcome (this occurs at some early grade levels). 

It is also important to clarify that the “independence” has to be related to 

the outcome only. If we are offering assistance with the content and skills 

in the outcome, then it counts as “assistance.” If we are scaffolding for 

learning needs and it doesn’t relate directly to the outcome, then this 

doesn’t count as assistance. (E.g. If the outcome asks for understanding of 

density and we help students with making a brochure about density, this 

would not count as “With assistance”) 

• Mostly meeting expectations assumes the teacher is doing whatever is 

necessary for the student to reach the outcome understanding over time 

BUT the student is not quite able to demonstrate all necessary learning 

and/or is dependent on assistance from others to do so at this time. 

Supports at this level are part of the Adaptive Dimension, which is used to 

achieve learning. 

• Not yet meeting expectations implies that the student is missing some 

foundational knowledge or understanding that is preventing them from 



demonstrating their learning of the outcome. There is an understanding 

that all attempts will be made to assist the student with building this 

foundational knowledge. 

The NESD rubrics have some characteristics that, when used, will provide 

clarity for teachers and students, will allow learning to be demonstrated in a 

variety of ways in many cases (depending on the outcome), will be specific 

enough to be useful, will articulate how learning will look as it progresses, and 

will offer suggestions for how to move from level to level. The following 

guidelines/ suggestions may be useful when creating rubrics: 

1. Avoid using numbers in your performance standard descriptors (e.g. 

makes less than three mistakes). Using numbers does not clarify the 

degree of error, which is more important to determine. Three missing 

capital letters is much different than three paragraphs missing.  

2. Use positive language. The primary purpose of a rubric is to offer 

guidance for increased learning. Negative language labels learning and is 

not instructive. (E.g. Many mistakes vs. needs editing). 

3. Offer advice for moving learning forward. It is important for the rubric 

to be instructive to both the teacher and student. Asking questions or 

making suggestions for how to move learning to the next level is helpful 

to everyone. (E.g. What other strategies can you try, to solve complex 

problems?) 

4. Focus on the verb in the outcome. This helps you identify exactly how 

learning will need to be demonstrated. There is a big difference 

between describe and analyze and it is important to develop your rubric 

around the correct verb. This is easier in some subjects than others. 

Sometimes you may need to read the whole outcome and even the 

indicators to decide what is really required of students but most of the 

time, the verbs in the outcomes are exactly what you need to use. 

5. Consult Bloom’s taxonomy to develop your performance standards. 

Once you have determined what grade level expectations are, looking at 

Bloom’s taxonomy will help you to determine what learning looks like at 

other levels on the continuum. If a student has to compare two things at 



grade level, then exceeding grade level might invite students to apply 

their understanding or organize their understanding in a new way.  

6. Develop grade level expectation first on your rubric. Once you have 

done this, the other levels flow from your work on “At grade level”.  

7. Leave numbers off your four levels. Students are currently trained to 

look only at their “mark.” When marks are on a rubric, students will not 

use the rubric as feedback. Further to this, marks will not be part of 

what we report in grades K-8, so the sooner we can work with the 

descriptors in a new way, the better. Remember, the primary purpose of 

rubrics is to clarify where growth needs to occur and to offer timely and 

specific feedback to students. These rubrics should be used often, in a 

formative manner. 

8. Develop rubrics to reflect the outcomes and not adherence to 

instructions. It would not be appropriate to develop a rubric with Title 

as a criterion. This is an instruction and is non-negotiable. If a student 

does not hand in a work with a title and you feel it needs one, hand it 

back and require this of the student. Outcomes measure deeper 

understanding, and not bite-sized instructions. 

9. Use student work to clarify your understanding. Sometimes, when it is 

hard to clarify learning, gather student examples of work. Often, looking 

at actual work or thinking of particular students helps to clarify how 

learning looks. All rubrics should be thoroughly explained to students 

and discussions around what learning looks like at each level are 

essential. Involving students in creating the performance standards is 

good as long as it is manageable. Remember, the criteria come from the 

outcomes and students do not get to negotiate this part of the rubric. 

10. Anticipate adjusting your rubric as you get used to using it. The dream 

of making a perfect rubric the first time through is unrealistic. Rubrics 

are hard work because, if they are good, they clarify how learning looks 

at many stages in the process. This requires deep thinking about what 

the outcomes really mean and how learning develops over time and 

through each grade level. Discussions with fellow teachers can help this 

process as well. 



11. Anticipate providing students with additional clarification regarding 

their learning. Rubrics are informative and developmental but 

sometimes students need more information about how to move 

through the learning process. If you put every step in the learning 

process on your rubrics (i.e. every indicator), the rubrics would become 

unmanageable. Your learning plan will expand on what the rubrics tells 

you and your students. In fact, this is the premise of UbD – a learning 

plan that emerges from a rubric (which emerges from the outcomes). 

 

Final thought: Remember, rubrics are assessment tools that are primarily 

intended for formative purposes and are only truly effective when they are 

used to offer feedback to students often.  


